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Exodus 33:12-23 

I Thessalonians 1:1-10 

Matthew 22:15-22 

 

 Is anyone else getting tired of the election season? What I dislike the most are political 

ads on TV. I don't think anyone really likes those. But then there are the oodles of campaign 

signs jutting out from every street corner and those annoying robo-calls on the phone. 

 

 I shouldn’t complain, really. This is part of what it means to live in a free society in 

which citizens are empowered to make weighty decisions. And I am deeply grateful for my way 

of life. I am deeply grateful for my country. It’s just that political wrangling does get tiring. 

 

 I wonder if that’s how Jesus felt in today’s Gospel account: weary. He was stuck in the 

middle of two very noisy political factions: targeted as the enemy of each. You know the old 

saying: “the enemy of my enemy is my friend.” The two groups mentioned today – Pharisees and 

Herodians – were long-time opponents but they became allies in their mutual loathing of Jesus. 

 

 First, the Pharisees. They arose as a political force about 150 years before the birth of 

Jesus. Their name means separatist because they feared assimilation of the Jews into other much 

larger, more powerful cultures. Had that been allowed to happen, distinctive Jewish ways and 

thought – and religion – would have been lost. It would have just disappeared. 

 

 To protect against this happening, the main plank in their platform was the Law. The 

Pharisees reasoned that if Jews could maintain the Law of Moses and all the traditions coming 

from it, they could maintain themselves as a cohesive group. The Law was their number one 

concern. That's why they're always posing questions of religious law to Jesus. 

 

 Next, the Herodians. They, too, date about 150 years before Jesus. They were from the 

south and east of the Jewish nation and had some kinship ties to the Jews, but weren't strictly 

speaking Jews………….at least, not until conversion to Judaism was forced on them for political 

reasons. So they were nominal Jews. And they were aligned with the family of Herod the Great. 

He was the political puppet of Rome established as “the King of the Jews.” Herod and his family 

ruled exclusively at the pleasure of the Roman emperor. 

 

Needless to say, the Herodians had a vested interest in keeping Rome happy. That meant 

collecting taxes. Their opponents the Pharisees, however, opposed paying taxes to their pagan 

overlords.  

 

So there’s the set-up: two antagonistic political-slash-religious parties going at each other 

over taxes. Honestly: Did you think I just read that out of yesterday’s newspaper? Two 

antagonistic politico-religious parties going at it over taxes. 

 

And they plop down Jesus in the middle of it with a no-win question: “Is it lawful to pay 

taxes to the Emperor or not?” Of course it was the law of the land; the question hinges on the 

religious aspect. Is it proper for a Jew to pay Roman taxes?  
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Why was that a religious issue? Because taxes were to be paid in Roman currency and 

that currency violated Jewish Law. The coin in question was a silver Denarius with the image 

and likeness of Caesar on one side. That made it a graven image: something considered unclean 

by the Jews. Going even further: for a Jew to bring a graven image into the temple – even if it 

was only a coin – was a sin. 

 

That brings to mind the time that Jesus chased moneychangers from the Temple. Ever 

wonder what they were doing? They exchanged pagan currency – like the Roman Denarius – for 

shekels, the Jewish currency. In order to do business with the Temple, like buying animals for 

sacrifice, you had to use shekels.  

 

So………“Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar or not?” Jesus answers them with a question 

that modern Bible translations have muddied up a bit. In today’s reading he says, “Whose head is 

this and whose title?” This translation misses the point of his argument. 

 

The word translated as “head” is “icon,” a Greek word meaning “image.” And the word 

“title” is better translated as “likeness.” The question Jesus asks is better translated: "Whose 

image and likeness is this?" They answer, “Caesar’s.” 

 

Jesus replies that they are to give to Caesar what is Caesar’s. Again, the translation is a 

bit muddied. The verb could also be translated as “give back” rather than “give.” Give back to 

Caesar the things that are his. It’s his coin anyway; who cares if you give it back to Caesar? 

 

Then Jesus says the most amazing thing. He continues by saying that we are to “give 

back to God the things that are God’s.” It leaves everyone around him that day mentally 

calculating what exactly is God’s that they were supposed to give back. And the answer is found 

in those earlier translations using the word “image” and “likeness.” 

 

This answer comes from the first chapter of Genesis in which God is quoted, saying: “Let 

us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness.” It goes on: “God created 

humankind in his image, in the image and likeness of God he created them; male and female he 

created them.” 

 

The principle is this: Since the coin has Caesar’s image on it, it belongs to Caesar; since 

we bear the image and likeness of God, so we are God’s. Jesus affirmed paying the tax while 

making taxes, politics, and skirmishes between political rivals all but irrelevant. What it's all 

about; what life is about; what love and joy and goodness are all about – is giving ourselves to 

God. Or better said: giving ourselves back to God. 

 

This text is often used to talk about stewardship in terms of what to give to the church. 

Indeed: you will find a pledge card in this Sunday’s bulletin. But this is no passage on the tithe. 

Because if giving ten percent of our income is all we do, we would fall well more than 90 

percent shy of the mark. 
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Jesus says that everything we have is God’s already. It has been given to us – lent to us, 

really. We say a remarkable little phrase right before the Eucharist: “All things come of thee, O 

Lord; and of thy own have we given thee.” And the priest raises the bread and wine which come 

from the abundance of the earth and the hard work of others. And the deacon raises the collection 

plate, whose contents come from the hard work and sacrifice of others…..all of which ultimately 

comes from God. 

 

This is humbling. It is so easy to feel that we make our own way in the world; that we 

make our own lives. We have to be reminded that so many good forces are working on our 

behalf; contributing; supporting. Sometimes I just stop and wonder how many people it has taken 

to make me the person I am today…….certainly my mother and father; as well as teachers, 

preachers, friends, bosses, doctors and nurses. I regard all of them as gifts from God. 

 

Yes I had to do the work: go to school; apply for jobs; be responsible. But everything I 

have accumulated or experienced; everything that I am is because of God's goodness. It can be 

no other way for any human. 

 

What God wants is for us to wake up to this fact…..that God is not a tedious tyrant under 

whose rod we are bent. God is a lonely dancer who wants us at the ball. We have been made in 

the image and likeness of God. There is some mysterious way in which we complete God. I 

know that skirts the edge of theological orthodoxy. But Love is not complete without the 

Beloved. And God has designed us to be the Beloved. 

 

Isn't that wonderful? If we could all really accept that and live with it daily, we would be 

transformed. Have you ever allowed yourself to think that God keeps your picture in the divine 

wallet and on the heavenly refrigerator? And it's not that bad driver's license photo you have!  

 

Jesus did not care about the tax. His aching concern was that we live into the image and 

likeness of the God who lovingly created us. 

 

 We begin to live into that image and likeness by conforming more fully to the life of 

Jesus. We take on his image. We start to look like him. To live more fully into that image and 

likeness is to give – or rather give back – your heart to God. It is God’s anyway. 

 

 Amen. 

 

 

  


