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    The Pharisees – interpreters of the biblical law, and the Herodians, supporters 
of king Herod and fellow collaborators with the Roman occupation forces in 
Judea, together all seek to entrap Jesus by asking a dangerous question: They 
begin by saying, “Teacher, we know that you are sincere, and teach the way of 
God in accordance with the truth, and show deference to no one, for you do not 
regard people with partiality. Tell us then, what do you think. Is it lawful to pay 
taxes to the emperor or not?” 
    Can you believe these guys? (They ARE all guys, of course…) They smooth-talk 
Jesus, baiting him with all kinds of true, but sappy compliments; then they try to 
set the hook! 
    Jesus is being put into an impossible position. If he says that taxes should NOT 
be paid to Caesar, he will cast himself as a dangerously subversive rebel who is 
against Rome. If, on the other hand, he advocates paying of taxes, he will be on 
the side of the Herodians, who were already collaborating with Rome for political 
gain, which means he will look like he approves of the Roman occupation of his 
homeland. 
    It seems that the Roman Empire not only demanded tax payment from these 
Jews in occupied Judea, but it also wanted the tax to be paid with Roman coins. 
Now that was a big problem for the Jews because those coins had the image of 
Caesar stamped upon them, making them idolatrous. 
    Therefore, Jesus asked his ‘inquisitors’ to produce a Roman coin. (Notice that 
Jesus’ pockets carry no such coins…) But the Herodians indict themselves by 
readily producing such a coin. (Jesus could have said “Gotcha”, but doesn’t.) The 
coin shown naturally has the emperor’s head stamped on it. So Jesus tells them 
they ought to give the things to God that are God’s and return to the emperor the 
things that belong to the emperor. (Gotcha again….) Matthew says that when 
they heard his answer, “They were amazed (and maybe more than a bit 
embarrassed at being out-witted) and (they) left him.” 
    So it is that Jesus asked those who tried to trap him if they had in their 
possession a coin that had been minted by Caesar to pay Caesar’s tax. Surely, in 
pointing out the fact that the coin bears the image of Caesar, Jesus intends to 
refer this debate to the Second Commandment: “You shall not make for yourself 
and idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, of is on the 
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earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.  You shall not bow down to 
them or worship them” (Ex. 20:4-5). Get it? Those who have this coin in their 
pocket are self-indicted as idolaters. 
    Surely Jesus has no interest in arguing that we should or should not give the 
state its due, but rather would argue that we should give God what is God’s due. 
For one thing, Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem to be crucified by agents of the 
state – he knows he will likely be crucified – a particularly nasty Roman form of 
punishment for Jews accused of causing trouble for the state.  Probably Jesus is 
saying that all these idolatrous coins that are stamped with the image of Caesar 
ought to be sent back to Caesar.  If Caesar thinks so much of himself that he must 
stamp these pieces of metal with his image, then give them back to him! 
    We know by this point in Matthew’s gospel that Jesus does not recognize 
distinctions between politics and religion, or between religion and economics for 
that matter. Somehow these loyalties are related to the Second Commandment, 
to the worship of the true and living God and to the avoidance of worship of idols.  
As Jesus has said earlier, “No one can serve two masters; for a slave will either 
hate one and love the other, or be devoted to one and despise the other; You 
cannot serve God and wealth” (Matthew 6:24). Presumably, just as one cannot 
serve God and wealth, one also cannot serve God and the emperor. 
    Of course in a democracy, we don’t have an emperor. The closest thing in a 
democracy to an emperor is “we the people.” Most North American Christians 
seem to believe therefore, that his debate in which Jesus is engaged with the 
Pharisees and the Herodians is no longer a real debate because in a democracy 
the people rule. We think that we have solved these primitive problems with 
politics because we have created a democracy. And if democracy itself is not a 
solution to the problem of God and government, we also think we have solved 
the problem of God and Caesar through our constitutional ‘separation of church 
and state.’ 
    But sadly, the separation of church and state often results in giving the state 
freedom to do what it wants while keeping the church safely tucked away in the 
realm of the personal, private, and the spiritual – which today is often translated 
to mean “irrelevant.”  We look to the democratic state today for our security, for 
meaning in our lives, and for a host of other necessities.  Constitutional 
democracy has found a way to make the church “free” - as long as the church 
freely submits to staying out of the affairs of the state. Sadly, the state is said then 
to be free to be totally responsible to attend all the really important things of life. 
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That means, any dependence upon God has been relegated to spiritual matters 
only. 
    The United States spends about $500 billion annually on security – we have a 
larger military budget than all other nations combined, and six times larger than 
the country with the next-highest military budget.  The war with Iraq cost about 
$300 billion a year; the war with Afghanistan was costing us just over $1 billion 
per week. 
    Biblical scholar Richard Hays says this huge expenditure suggests that we are 
undertaking “a kind of programmatic commitment to SALVATION through … 
military force… We are a fear-filled people - (which is precisely what the terrorist 
want us to feel, so in that sense, they are winning the war); and … we are putting 
our trust in swords and chariots and guns to somehow secure our well-being,” 
says Hays. Or, as we also might put it, we are attempting to accomplish through 
dollars and bombs, what which Christians are to expect of God – safety, security, 
and deliverance. 
    Perhaps today’s exchange with the Pharisees and Herodians helps to explain 
why patriotism is a natural feeling. Patriotism has been held up as a virtue from 
before ancient Rome down through the ages. But patriotism as such has never 
been held up as a particularly Christian virtue – it was not even mentioned by Paul 
as one of the gifts of the spirit. More typically, for those schooled in scripture, 
Christians are to see patriotism as a carefully qualified disposition, in part because 
patriotism can become a kind of idol, if we are not careful. 
    What I am about to say is risky in this community with one of the largest 
government agencies – NASA, and with military installations to the immediate 
north and south, but it is worthy of our prayerful consideration. Martin Luther 
said that whatever you would sacrifice your daughter for - that is properly your 
“god.” The fact that we men and women would so readily sacrifice our sons and 
daughters for our government may - again MAY - suggest that we have created 
for ourselves not a well-functioning government, but rather a new kind of idol.  At 
one time we said we killed for “liberty, equality, and fraternity,” but now it’s for 
our personal “security.” Once we had the integrity as a nation to call it the War 
Department, later the Department of Defense, but now it’s become “Homeland 
Security.” 
    But the Christian faith has always taught us that there is no security that does 
not come from God. So do we feel any more secure with those strategic bombings 
of ISIL in the mid-East in our attempt to keep the terrorists at bay?  Do we feel 
any more secure with all of the protective measures the CDC and our government 
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are taking to keep Ebola out of our country? Do we feel more secure with the 
coins of our government in our pockets, than we do with dependence upon God 
in our hearts? What DO we value most? Where DO we put our trust for our 
ultimate salvation? 
     When the angel Gabriel told Mary that she was to have a baby, Gabriel 
promised her that the baby would grow up royal: “The Lord God will give him the 
throne of his father David, and he will rule over the house of Jacob forever, and of 
his kingdom there will be no end.”  Israel had not had much of a king since 
Solomon, David’s son. So here is the promise of a real king for the house of David. 
That means Israel will be back on top –  “We’ll be number one!” 
    But surprisingly, when Jesus began his work, he prepared not in an exclusive 
prep school for royals, but by being cast into the wilderness.  Alone in a trackless, 
wild place, facing the hunger of a forty-day fast, Jesus squared off with the 
Tempter.  Satan’s challenges were of a particular kind and nature:  ‘If you are the 
Son of God, then act as God is supposed to act:  Feed the hungry, like yourself, by 
turning stones into bread. Throw yourself down from the temple tower and walk 
away unhurt in a spectacular display of supernatural power. Take charge of all the 
kingdoms – all the governments – of the whole world. 
    These temptations are not just any old allurement. They are all related to Jesus’ 
identity as Messiah – as the savior. And Jesus is first known NOT in what he 
affirms, but by what he rejects; NOT in the good he does, but in what he refuses 
to do. He will NOT fulfill the world’s expectations or the world’s job description 
for God. 
    Maybe we, who can be so enamored with politics and governments and their 
power, marvel that Jesus rebuffs Satan’s offer of a political career. Taking Jesus up 
to a high summit, Satan says, “Here are all the kingdoms (or all the governments) 
in the world in their glory.” “I can give them to whomever I want, for they have 
been given to me.” “If you are the long-awaited Messiah, act like it (and rule with 
governmental power like David perhaps?) All you must do is worship me.” Who 
gave all the world’s kingdoms to Satan? Did God say at some point, “Politics… 
government … Na, not interested.” “Satan, here are all the kingdoms, so have fun 
with all your big-wig cronies”? Is there a link being forged here between politics 
and Satan?  I don’t dare answer that, but it is AMAZING….       The Pharisees and 
Herodians that day with Jesus were “amazed.” They were befuddled, not exactly 
knowing what to do with what Jesus said.  Matthew doesn’t indicate that anybody 
marched away from the discussion and said, “I’m on my way to pay my taxes and 
give the state its due.” Nor does Matthew mention that someone said, “That 
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settles it. I’m going to fight in the revolution to overthrow this oppressive Roman 
government.”  Matthew just says “they were amazed.” 
    At a minimum, we are to be equally amazed by that Jesus says about God and 
the government. Jesus has not simply weaseled his way out of the clutches of his 
critics by his verbal dexterity and slight-of-hand- argument. Jesus has thrown us 
into a tense, uneasy, seemingly insoluble, no-easy-answer situation. And we too 
are rightly amazed. 
    This factor might suggest that we ought to be amazed when anybody claims 
that a particular political position is directly supported by God, like the Nazis, who 
had the name of God stamped on their belt buckles during WWII. Of course, we 
Christians hope that our political positions have some support from the tenets of 
our faith, but we are amazed that Jesus makes matters between God and 
government more complex rather than simpler for us.  We are amazed that the 
state to which we give so much allegiance, for which we depend for so much 
security, may be limited by God, and in fact, is a poor substitute for our 
dependence on the living God. We are amazed that, in the eyes of Jesus, 
sometimes we make the state and its minions an idolatrous substitute for God. 
    As Christians we are often hard-pressed to define our relationship between the 
Christian faith and the state. Jesus does not give us detailed or exact guidance for 
just how we ought to order our relationship to the surrounding political order, 
and how to balance all of that with our commitment to Christ. Yet Jesus does 
characterize our relationship to politics as a question of, “Whom do you worship? 
To whom do we owe ultimate loyalty?” 
    Sometimes folks say they come to worship on Sunday morning in order to have 
some of the dilemmas that the Christian faith poses clarified. I’ve heard people 
say that they value preachers who can simplify and explain the complicated things 
of faith. I’m afraid that if you are looking for that sort of simplification and clarity, 
you will not find it from me on this particular Sunday. Instead you will find simple 
amazement. We can all be amazed that Jesus does not look at things the way that 
we look at things. 
    We are amazed by the ways that we say we love God above all else, but so 
easily slip into various forms of idolatry. We are amazed that Jesus, through his 
teachings on the way to the cross, makes our lives, more difficult rather than 
easier. Yet perhaps, most of all, we are amazed that Jesus believes that limited, 
naturally idolatrous folks like us can - with God’s help - still be faithful to such a 
demanding teacher!  Amen. 
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