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Throughout the season of Lent, many of us have been studying Amy-Jill Levine’s book, Entering 

the Passion of Jesus: A Beginner’s Guide to Holy Week. AJ, as we may refer to her, is a 

professor of New Testament studies at Vanderbilt Divinity School in Nashville. As a Jewish 

woman who feels comfortable in her own faith tradition, she brings key insights into these 

scriptures from Jesus’ life. If you have not had a chance to join one of our studies, I’m sure that 

you would still find the book a blessing as we are spending some time during this season 

following Jesus in his Passion, the journey that he makes from his Palm Sunday entry into the 

holy city of Jerusalem to the cross of Good Friday. You can grab a copy of the book in our 

Circuit Rider Bookstore or in the office if you’d like to follow along on your own. 

 

After following Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday as well as the cleansing of the 

Temple that we spoke of last week, Jesus can be found teaching people who have gathered at the 

Temple. As he teaches, he continues to tell parables, speak of the people and actions that he sees 

around him. He even answers some challenging questions that come up from time to time. One 

of those questions brought to him happens to be one of the most famous stewardship scriptures 

about taxes, money, and giving in the New Testament. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve read 

and heard this scripture. I’ve also heard plenty of sermons with pastors expounding on Jesus’ 

answer. Listen anew to this story as Matthew tells it in Matthew 22:15-22. As you listen, pay 

attention to who asks the first question as well as to Jesus’ response. 

 

Then the Pharisees went and plotted to entrap him in what he said. So they sent 

their disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, “Teacher, we know that 

you are sincere, and teach the way of God in accordance with truth, and show 

deference to no one; for you do not regard people with partiality. Tell us, then, 

what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” But Jesus, aware 

of their malice, said, “Why are you putting me to the test, you hypocrites? Show 

me the coin used for the tax.” And they brought him a denarius. Then he said to 

them, “Whose head is this, and whose title?” They answered, “The emperor’s.” 

Then he said to them, “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the 

emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” When they heard this, they were 

amazed; and they left him and went away.1 
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Levine points out that one of the greatest risks of teaching, for Jesus and for her, is the risk that 

what you have to say may be misunderstood. For Jesus, if he is misunderstood, he also risks the 

possibility of being arrested. AJ notes that Jesus has taught her to first try to figure out what’s 

behind the question that’s been asked. Second, he knows his scriptures well. Finally, she notes 

that one should “make sure that, for seekers who are really interested in what you have to say, 

you respond with not only kindness and respect but also with empathy.”2 

 

As Jesus is teaching in the Temple, he is approached by some of the disciples of the Pharisees 

along with some of the Herodians. The Herodians supported King Herod’s reign. The Roman 

governor, Pontius Pilate, allowed the Herods to reign on the Jewish throne only in the sense that 

it helped to keep the Roman peace. King Herod and the Herodians were allowed limited power 

by Rome as long as they kept the people subdued and they didn’t rise up against Rome. 

 

So the students of the Pharisees, who would have been law-abiding in the sense of the Jewish 

law, as well as the supporters of Herod’s power among the people, come up to Jesus as he is 

teaching in the Temple and they begin with some words that sound very nice at the outset.  

“Teacher,” they say to Jesus, “we know that you are sincere and teach the way of God in 

accordance with truth, and show deference to no one; for you do not regard people with 

partiality. Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor or not?”3 

 

Their words begin almost innocently enough if we didn’t have the context, don’t they? It’s an 

honest question of one who teaches “the way of God in accordance with the truth,” is it not?  

Some might even say that they are buttering Jesus up. Yet, their question seems to dive right into 

the heart of the matter for them. When they ask Jesus, “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor or 

not,” it is just as important to note the depth of that question for those who would hear Jesus’ 

answer as people surrounded him inside the Temple walls. The answer for Jesus is not so easy.  

It’s not a simple “Yes” or “No” answer. 

 

AJ points out that these students are most likely asking about the “head tax” that comes from the 

Roman census. She reminds us that Luke’s gospel pointed out that Rome collected these taxes as 

the census was being taken at the time of Jesus’ birth.4 The question puts Jesus between a rock 

and a hard place. Levine says that if he says “No” and instructs them not to pay their taxes, the 

Roman authority will quickly do away with him. On the other hand, if he says “Yes” and 

instructs them to pay their taxes, he will upset those who believe that Rome’s oppression of 

Judea is wrong and they should resist at all costs. AJ likens this second group to George 

Washington and the fighters of the American revolution who insisted that “taxation without 

representation is tyranny!”5 

 

It seems that however Jesus responds, he risks not only being misunderstood by someone around 

him, but in so doing, his life is also on the line in this moment as he finds himself teaching in the 

Temple. Facing the risk of this challenge, how does one respond to the question that is posed? 

 

Jesus begins by asking for a coin. Levine points out that it’s not just any coin, but the very coin 

that used to pay the tax to the emperor. In essence, he asked them to show him a “denarius.”6 

Rome would not accept a shekel to pay the tax. Shekels did not have value for the government. 
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The denarius, representative of a day’s wages in the empire, had the image of the emperor on it.  

Interestingly enough, Jesus doesn’t appear to be carrying one, but rather asks to see one from 

among the crowd. AJ reminds us that the empire taught that the emperor was believed to be 

divine. She questions why these religious Pharisees who wanted a “holy nation” would ever be 

found carrying a coin with the emperor’s image on it. The image of the emperor on the coin 

served as propaganda to remind everyone that “Caesar is divine, that Caesar has power, that 

Caesar has, and is, money. Power, divinity, and empire—they are all minted from the same 

mold. Jesus seeks a different mint, a different mold.”7 

 

Looking at the coin that someone had to hand to him rather than one that he carried himself, 

Jesus says to the crowds, “‘Whose head is this, and whose title?’ They answered, ‘The 

emperor’s.’ Then [Jesus] said to them, ‘Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the 

emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.’”8 

 

I wonder if the Pharisees and the Herodians counted the costs of the risks of their challenge to 

Jesus in the Temple that day. I’m guessing they were waiting for the simple “Yes” or “No” 

answer. What they received as an answer still has many of us scratching our heads to this very 

day. They originally asked whether they should pay taxes to the emperor, but Jesus’ answer went 

deeper than that surface level question. 

 

I grew up hearing we have three things we have to do in life: live, die, and pay taxes. Did any of 

you hear that, too? We might talk about the benefits of paying taxes to support good roads, 

education, public safety, and other benefits of a good government. On the other hand, we also 

hear about those who struggle in less just societies than our own and the resistance that some 

throughout our world might engage in when attempting to disempower unjust rulers. At times, 

those citizens risk their lives. AJ suggests that whether Rome, an unjust empire, should receive 

tax money was a question with which early Christians struggled. She notes that John’s gospel 

was opposed to any Roman support.9 

 

What catches my attention, however, is that Jesus doesn’t give the simple “Yes” or “No” answer, 

but rather his answer implies his hearers must answer for themselves, “What belongs to Caesar” 

and “What belongs to God.” His answer is not simply about paying taxes to a government no 

matter how just or unjust it may be. His answer moves his hearers to ask, “What belongs to 

God?” And when we ask ourselves that question, we must also ask, “How will others know by 

my life how I answer that question?” Rather than answering the question, Jesus causes his 

hearers to ask more questions about what they value and how they will live according to those 

values. 

 

Shortly after I was appointed as a district superintendent, one of the churches that I served called 

me to come meet with them. They were part of a two-point charge, meaning one pastor served 

both churches. Some of the leaders of one of the churches were really upset because they had a 

new pastor that didn’t quite meet their expectations and some people had left their church. 

 

When I asked how their pastor was doing, they told me that she was very pastoral. She had come 

to visit some of them when they were sick. She was a good preacher who connected with them.  

She loved them well. There was only one problem. She was a woman, and they had specifically 
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asked that a woman not be appointed to them. She was a great pastor, but the Bishop and the 

Cabinet had missed their requirement that their pastor be a man. Over a couple of years, 

whenever I went to visit that congregation, some of their members quoted one scripture after 

another to me about how women should not be pastors and they shouldn’t be given “authority 

over a man.” I reminded them that we had ordained women for over 50 years by that time and 

that she had everything else they asked for in a pastor at that time. 

 

Later, when it was time for that pastor to move on, they reminded me again how they wanted to 

make sure that they had a man as their pastor. I asked them to help me understand what they 

valued in a pastor. I invited them to name three top priorities in a pastor. They reminded me that 

the first was that their pastor should be a man. When I asked them to name the following two, 

they said, “He should be Bible-believing.” Then they said, “He should be born again.” I asked if 

that was their order of priority and they indicated that it was. 

 

I assured them that the Bishop and the Cabinet comprised of eleven District Superintendents 

work hard to meet as many of those priorities as we can. Sometimes we find an exact fit and 

sometimes we don’t. So I asked them if I found a pastor who was “a man,” but was not “Bible-

believing” or “born again,” would that still be okay for them. It helped me to know what they 

value. They couldn’t believe that a pastor wouldn’t be “Bible-believing” and “born again.” I told 

them that I think the clergy I know would all consider themselves to exhibit both of those 

qualifications, but how they viewed that and how a new pastor might express those values are 

different at times. I consider myself “Bible-believing” and “born again,” but I know that how I 

understand those terms is different than their understanding. 

 

Jesus tells those gathered around him, including the Pharisees and Herodians, “Give therefore to 

the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” So “Pay 

your taxes to the emperor,” perhaps, but “Give to God what belongs to God.” Those who hear 

Jesus are left to ponder not only the coins they carry, but what exactly belongs to God in their 

lives. How would they understand what he said? How long would they have to think about it? 

 

I’ve heard it said that you can tell a lot about what we believe as Christians by looking at our 

checkbooks. Our values are listed in every check we write, every time we swipe our cards, not 

only for the Church, but for everything else in life. So if we give to God a ten percent tithe of all 

of our income, is that what belongs to God? Is it simply ten percent of what we own that belongs 

to God? Or is there something more that God may be asking of us? If we were to follow Jesus in 

his passion, we’ll see that he gives his very life. 

 

“What belongs to God?” I find myself asking as I write a check, as I put an appointment on my 

calendar, and as I share my talents. Jesus doesn’t let us sit with an easy answer. All of my money 

has the face of our nation on it, but is my trust, is our trust, in God? I’d like to think this is true in 

my life. It seems to be so until God nudges me for one more part of my life that I hold back for 

one reason or another. 

 

A seminary friend and colleague of mine posted on his Facebook page the other day the 

following words, “What we keep, we lose. And only what we give remains our own.”10 
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Jesus risks his life as he responds not only to this but also to other challenges posed to him in the 

Temple as he journeys towards the cross. In offering up the fullness of his life, he brings life to 

each of us. What’s the worst that could happen when we offer up the fullness of our lives, in our 

monetary gifts, in sharing our talents, in sharing our time, in sharing who we are? Might we lose 

our lives? Might we as the Church lose our life when we offer our all? Perhaps! Even better yet, 

we might discover in the Passion the fullness of life that God intends for us and for the world in 

Jesus Christ. Beyond the cross and offering all of his life, is resurrection and Easter for Jesus…  

and for us! 
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