
‘Pay unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s’ 
MATTHEW 22:15-22 

 

In our readings over the past few weeks we have seen Jesus confronting the 
hypocrisy of the Pharisees. In the parables of the two sons, the unsatisfactory 
son was a reference to the Pharisees and their lip service to God. You will 
remember that they loved the places of honour and the important seats at the 
banquet, but overlooked the weightier matters of justice, and the poor. And 
then last week’s Parable of the Wedding Feast, the guests who would not come 
to the wedding banquet was a reference to the Pharisees and their rejection of 
Jesus. 
 
Well things are on the other foot in our reading this morning. This time it is the 
Pharisees turn, to confront Jesus.  And the level of their hostility is seen by them 
forming an unholy alliance with their bitter enemies, the Herodians. Usually 
these two parties were at each others’ throats – but not today! 
 
Their differences forgotten for a moment, as they come together to remove 
Jesus. And so the Pharisees and Herodians have prepared a trap. Everything has 
been carefully considered. The trick question, where they will ask the question, 
who the audience will be. It has all been carefully crafted to catch Jesus out. But 
Jesus, we are told, is aware of their thoughts.  
 
And what better way to catch Jesus out than on the thorny issuing of paying 
taxes to Rome. The Jews had a great hatred of Rome and the Imperial cult. To 
the Roman, Caesar was not only emperor but god! This was anathema to the 
Jew. There was only one God, and that was Yahweh. And for a Jew to pay tax to 
the imperial cult was an insult to their God. And this tax was being forced upon 
the Jews by their imperial overlords. It was something that the Jews greatly 
resented. Surely the thorny issue of paying taxes to Caesar would finally see 
Jesus come unstuck. 
 
And so the Pharisee’s begin. ‘Teacher, we know that you are sincere and teach 
the way of God. Tell us then what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to the 
emperor or not?’ 
 
Surely this time Jesus has to wilt. He is in a catch-22 situation.  



If he says to the Jewish crowd it is not lawful to pay tax to Caesar he will be 
reported for treason, and if he said it is lawful then he will stand discredited by 
those he has come to save. 
 
 
Whichever way Jesus might answer, so his questioners thought, they had him 
trapped! Either he is going to insult God or come against the Roman law. 
 
Yet Jesus knows their thoughts and their attempt to humiliate him. 
 
 Aware of their thoughts he asks for a coin, a Denarius. The Denarius was a 
Roman coin, with the Emperor’s head stamped on it.  
 
And Jesus looks to the crowd and asks, ‘Whose head was on the coin?’ And it is 
the crowd who replies, ‘Caesar’.  
Well then, Jesus says, ‘give unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is 
God’s.’ 
And so with his unique wisdom Jesus lays down a key principle for Christian 
living. 
 
You see the Christian has a dual citizenship. To our country we owe many 
things. We owe our own safety and security against lawlessness. To our country 
we owe our many public services. Our health, education, social services.  
 
And so we have a responsibility to our country. We have our civic duty.  
 
As Christians we have a responsibility to be good citizens. This is what Jesus 
means when he says, ‘Give unto Caesar what is Caesar’s’. And failure of being a 
good citizen is a failure of our Christian duty. So this incident in Jesus’s life is a 
reminder of our civic duty. And history reminds us that when Christians and 
other decent people do not step up and fill the positions of power then they 
become filled by self-seeking people. The writer and philosopher Edmund Burke 
reminds us that, ‘Evil men prosper when good men do nothing.’ And history is 
full of instances where evil men have taken the reins of power and created 
devastation.  
 
We must participate in our civic duty. As Christians we should be establishing 
God’s kingdom on earth through the teachings of the Lord Jesus Christ. By doing 
this we can bring about the change that God requires. As Christians we are 



kingdom-builders in the society in which we live. As Christians we do not have 
the option of separating ourselves from the society in which we live. The writer 
David Watson puts it well when he says the Christian is like a boat in the water. 
The boat is in the water but the water is not in the boat. We are called to be in 
the world, but not of the world.  
 
In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus says to his followers, ‘Let your light shine 
before people that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in 
heaven.’ That people is the world.  And as we do this we present a powerful 
case for the kingdom. Or as Francis of Assisi says, ‘Preach the Gospel at all times 
and when necessary use words!’ 
 
Our role as Christians is to be in the world and to make our society into a better 
place. But there is a caveat here. There is a word of warning. As Christians our 
ultimate citizenship is in heaven. And there will be times when as citizens of 
God we will come into conflict with our earthly citizenship. I think of slavery in 
Britain, Pogroms against Jews in Europe. If we see something in our society 
which is contrary to our faith then it is our duty to confront it.  
 
And closer to home, there are more clandestine things. There is the selfishness 
in our society, the corporate greed, the emphasis on the individual rather than 
on our society.  The principle that satisfaction is found in self. All of these are 
contrary to the Christian gospel, and something we should be actively working 
against. Jesus tells us that, ‘we are called not to be served but to serve’. And this 
is not only in our homes, but in our communities and ultimately in our service to 
God.  
 
And it may be that some of us will come into a situation where in order to obey 
God, we have to challenge the human authority, or the false teaching. In those 
circumstance we must come against it. History is full of circumstances when this 
has happened, and often only a few have stood up for the persecuted.  
 
We see this in the Acts of the Apostles (Acts 5:29) when the Peter and the other 
apostles are forbidden to teach in the name of Jesus and Peter replies, ‘We 
must obey God rather than human beings’. It is a simple rule for the Christian 
that we must obey God first! And the Christian will try to do God’s will in 
society. Now some of you may day, but ah scripture says ‘to submit yourselves 
for the Lord’s sake to every human authority, whether to the emperor as the 
supreme authority or to governors who are sent by him to punish wrong.’ (1 



Peter 2:13). But the big caveat here is that if that human authority is coming 
against the things of God then we must oppose it. 
 
It may well be that the two never clash. They may not need to. But when the 
Christian is convinced that it is God’s will that something should be done, it 
must be done, or if he is convinced that something is against the will of God, he 
must resist it and take no part in it.  
 
So this morning may I encourage you in your civic duty. If you are serving the 
church or working in the community always remember that in the doing of that 
civic duty you are following the commandments of God to go and serve others, 
paramount is God’s command, and that command is to go and love the world, 
and we will continue to love the world, and you will continue to love the world 
even on those occasions whenever that world will come against you, but in the 
name of God you will speak his word into every situation. AMEN. 
 


