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The scene is set. 

Jesus is about to walk into a trap.  
In order to really grasp what is going here, we need to backtrack a bit. 

Leading up to our scripture today, Jesus has arrived in Judea – a triumphant arrival on 
a donkey. Upon arrival, he goes to the temple and sees that people are buying and 
selling in the temple- so in a bit of dramatic flair, he overturns the tables and cleanses 
the temple. Then, he immediately heals the blind and the lame IN THE TEMPLE.  
As you can imagine, the chief priests and elders approach him and question his authority. 
“By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” (21:23). 
Jesus then tells three parables – and it’s clear these parables are aimed at them – 
critiquing them and the pharisees. And they are angry. They say they would arrest Jesus 
right then and there if not for the crowd (21:45-46). 

So, place yourself there, in that crowd. Seeing Jesus tell these parables that are so 
clearly critiquing the leaders. I imagine that you could almost reach out and touch the 
tension building.  
And then, something quite extraordinary happens. 
The Pharisees and the Herodians team up together to try to trap Jesus. This is so 
extraordinary because these two groups did not like each other. They were enemies – 
the Herodians supported Rome and the Roman occupation. The Pharisees were a bit 
mixed on the matter – some advocated for an armed revolt – others did not feel as 
strongly – but it’s safe to say they were not fans of the Romans. 
Yet here they are – the pharisees and Herodians together – united in their hatred of 
Jesus. How incredible that even when being attacked, Jesus still brings together the 
most unlikely of groups.  
What happens next can be best described as a cross examination of Jesus. Or perhaps 
an on-the-spot debate.  

The Herodians and Pharisees are deliberate and tactful in their approach to Jesus. They 
chose the subject of the tax. The tax, by this time, had been around since Judea became 
a Roman province – about 25 years ago. As Lisa Kenkeremath describes, “the subject 
of the tax was a painful and festering wound in first-century Palestine, not only because 
of the resentment Palestinian Jews felt over being taxed by their occupiers, but also 
because of the nature of the coin itself: it bore a likeness of the emperor along with the 
inscription, ‘Tiberias Caesar, august son of the divine Augustus, high priest.’” 
The coin was so blasphemous in its idolatry to the Jews that it had to be exchanged in 
the temple courtyard.  



 
So, when they question him about whether it is lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, they 
have set up the perfect trap. If he says it’s okay to pay the tax, he’ll lose his spiritual 
authority with the people, if he advises against it – he will further agitate Rome and make 
the target on his back even bigger.  

The trap laid is one we continuously find ourselves in: what do we do when our civic duty 
and our faith – our duty to the kingdom of God – clash and collide? 
It might be hard for us here, in America, to so readily relate. In America, because it was 
founded by Christian men and (despite a so-called separation of church and state) has 
really always been a “Christian country”, we get caught in thinking duty to country and 
duty to God are one in the same.  

But they aren’t. Perhaps the state of country now has brought that question more into 
the forefront of our minds more than ever before. Perhaps we now realize that in this 
story, America is Rome – not Judea.  
Living in empire – whether Rome or America or the any of the many empires we see in 
our world today – we’re faced with this reality: that we are children of God, living in God’s 
creation, but also living in empire. And that’s a difficult reality to face. It forces more from 
us than just going through the motions of being a “good citizen” and being a “good 
Christian.” It forces us to look critically at the work of empire and ask “what would Jesus 
do?” 

And our scripture today gives us an answer. Jesus is adamantly and fundamentally 
against the forces of empire, but he’s smart. He knows that not paying taxes won’t bring 
down Rome.  
When asked the question, he calls out their hypocrisy. He tells them to show him the 
coin, and they bring him one. This simple question and answer show that the Pharisees 
there had the coin on their person – this blasphemous coin – they carried it with them. 
They themselves so readily participate in Caesar’s blasphemous economy. And what 
angers Jesus most is their hypocrisy. 

After establishing that the emperor is on the coin – the answer is simple – Give to the 
emperor what is the emperor’s. 
But what comes next is most important – and give to God the things that are God’s. 

The answer stops them in their tracks. They are left speechless, they were amazed, and 
they leave.   
The point here is that these two pronouncements, the emperor’s things and God’s things, 
are not compatible. Everything is God’s. “We may give to earthly powers in a way that is 
appropriate to their realm, but what is appropriate to the emperor is paltry compared to 
what belongs to God.” 



It means that we should pay our taxes – we live in a society where we must contribute 
to its function and well-being. But when our earthly leaders in empire go against the will 
of God – our duty to God requires a nonviolent response. We can assemble and protest. 
We can call and email our leaders and hold them accountable. We exercise our right to 
vote. 

It speaks to the times where being a good citizen means challenging our leaders – 
nonviolently, subversively, choosing the battles that matter, and dealing with the small, 
unnecessary evils. As Naj Nadella writes, “if we explicate the issue of paying taxes 
metaphorically in our times, some questions for us are: How do we as Christians 
negotiate political spaces tactfully with oppressive regimes without legitimating them? 
How do we remain hopeful and committed to God’s kingdom and its worldview in the 
face of persistent evil? 
This is complex – it brings to life the many shades of grey that color our relationship to 
empire and God. But Jesus never promises a simple life. Being a Christian should never 
be simple. Following Christ, loving our neighbor, giving to God what is God’s requires 
embracing the complexity and navigating it Christ’s example at heart.  

But here this good news: we don’t do it alone. Being a beloved child of God means 
nothing that we do, we never do alone. Even nonviolently subverting the powers of 
empire, we never do alone.  
I’d like to share this reflection on our scripture today from the Presbyterian Church of 
Aotearoa, New Zealand. It reads: “For many years we have had the mistaken notion that 
all the problems of the world can be solved with a few dollar bills.  In Jesus' time the 
Pharisees came to ask him if they should pay taxes, and Jesus, looking at a silver coin, 
asked whose face and name were engraved on it.  "The Emperor's," they said. "Well 
then, pay to the Emperor what is his" Jesus replied.  Has God's face ever been on a 
coin?  We are the coin that bears the living likeness of God.  Giving of ourselves, with 
whatever that may include, is the only legal currency of the kingdom of heaven.” 

Giving of ourselves, with whatever that may include, is often scary. It speaks to the fear 
of the unknown. It speaks to stepping out of our comfort zones and embracing whatever 
God needs of us. It demands upholding the righteousness and justice that God requires. 
But what true joy can compare to the joy of giving oneself to God.  
The problems of empire won’t be solved overnight. They won’t be solved by not paying 
our taxes. But they certainly won’t be solved until we acknowledge that duty to God and 
duty to country are not one in the same. The traps we find ourselves in require hope: the 
hope in realizing we are never alone. Together in Christ, we can navigate the 
complexities of living in empire and embrace the joy of giving ourselves to God: whatever 
is needed of us.  

Thanks be to God. Amen. 
 


