
Matthew 22: 15 - 22 

‘Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s’ 
 

 

Prayer: Almighty and merciful Father, we give you thanks for another day, for all we 

have to do in it and the will to do it. We pray that you will guide us by your 

truth, uphold us by your power and give us strength to persevere to the end, 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
 

The Question, used as a weapon, is one of the oldest techniques in controversy. You will see 

it used to perfection most weekday evenings on the television, if you are around at about 

10.30pm and watching BBC2 that is, in a programme called Newsnight, with two ladies who 

are masters of the genre - Emily Maitlis and Kirsty Wark. The art, and I suppose you could 

call it that, is to find the question to which there is no acceptable answer, so that any 

response simply digs the answerer into more and deeper difficulties. Most politicians 

become consummate experts at not answering such questions. Of course the whole point of 

these so called unanswerable questions is to put the interviewer or questioner into a position 

of power.  

 

And here, as we have just heard in the meeting between Jesus and the Pharisees, they are 

sure they have found the unanswerable question that is going to finally trap Jesus. They start, 

as so many questioners do, by putting the interviewee completely at their ease.  

‘Teacher, we know you are a man of integrity and that you teach the way of God in 

accordance with the truth’ - All very pally, no one could argue with that statement.  

Then the bombshell - all delivered very sweetly of course. ‘Then tell us, what is your 

opinion on this? - Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar or not?’ 

 

‘Got you’ – they smile inwardly. They calculate that if Jesus replies that taxes should be paid 

to the illegal Roman usurper, Caesar, he will anger those of his followers who hope and 

believe that he is the Messiah, the one who will reassert God’s rule and get rid of the 

Romans and their taxes. But, on the other hand, if he tries to please the group by saying that 

taxes should be withheld, he will be liable for arrest by the civil powers for breeding 

insurrection, and he will frighten off ordinary people, who want no trouble with the ruling 

authorities. After all they have come to Jesus for consolation and healing and to hear his 

message of salvation – not to be put in danger of their lives!  

 



 ‘Yes – we’ve got him now’ the Pharisees lean forward to hear the answer that will finally 

deliver Jesus into their hands. However if they think their weasel words of flattery will lull 

Jesus into a false sense of security, they are just about to find out that they are very much 

mistaken!  

 

‘You hypocrites’ says Jesus, ‘why are you trying to trap me’.  

‘Bring me a coin which you use for paying taxes, now whose portrait is this on it?’  

Caesar’s they reply. And then Jesus delivers just about the shortest, simplest and most direct 

answer to any question that he is asked: 

‘Then give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s’. 

 

There is silence! They are supposed to be the religious leaders, but they never thought to 

introduce the question of God’s rights into the debate! It is Jesus who does that, as though he 

knows more about God than they do - which of course he most assuredly does. This has 

always been at the heart of why they hate him and they go away with the situation 

completely unchanged, but with their resentment continuing to grow. 

 

But let us pause for a moment – What does Jesus answer really mean? 

‘Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s’. 

Scholars often dwell on the ‘give to Caesar’ part of the story, to obtain some sort of 

Christian response to what is a secular authority. But it is not Caesar whom Jesus introduces 

into the conversation, it is the Pharisees that do that. The Pharisees are pretending to want 

guidance about their duty to Caesar, but they are completely forgetting to ask for any 

guidance about their duty to God. So when Jesus stands in front of them and says ‘What do 

you think your duty to God might be?’ The answer should be plain. Their duty should be to 

use all their knowledge of God to recognise Jesus for who he is and to allow others to do the 

same. But this is the one thing that the Pharisees are absolutely determined not to do. 

 

Why, oh why, do they hate him so much? What is it about Jesus that challenges them so? 

It is not enough to say that they thought he was a mad impostor, bent on insurrection - after 

all Jerusalem, and the surrounding countryside, was full of such people, but it did not require 

a huge effort on behalf of the Pharisees to silence and remove them.  

 

 



No, the whole problem with Jesus was precisely that they could not be sure that he was an 

impostor! It is hard not to conclude that they just did not want to get that close to God, or for 

God to get that close to them. They were right to be worried. It would certainly be much 

easier if God were like Caesar, so that we knew for sure when we had paid our taxes. But, if 

God is actually like Jesus, then we might need, with difficulty, to recognise exactly who he 

is and to give him everything, not just what we might consider to be his share and that’s the 

really hard answer to all of this.  

 

Do you remember these words, sometimes used in the Communion Services: –  

‘Yours, Lord, is the greatness the power, the glory, the splendour, and the majesty. For 

everything in heaven and on earth is yours. All things come from you and of your own do 

we give you’. 

 

The Pharisees should have remembered that God is indeed the giver of all things and taken 

much greater note of that - and so should we! 

 

Amen. 
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