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Over the past few weeks, we have been preaching from the parables and stories of 
Jesus. These particular passages are toward the end of Jesus’ ministry and show the 
growing opposition to him. In each passage, we can see how the rulers are trying to 
trap Jesus in some way. The division between Jesus and the Jewish leaders is getting 

broader and broader, leading to their final decision to kill him.

Today’s passage opens with the statement that the Pharisees were trying to trap him and plotted to 
make it happen. When they had what they felt was a good plan, they sent some of their disciples and 
some people from the group called “the Herodians.” The idea was to ask him a question he could not 
waffle, but he would have to give a direct answer to show himself on one side or the other—no more 
middle ground.

It was odd that these two groups would cooperate with one another. The Pharisees, of course, were 
loyal to their Judaic roots and teachings. They were opposed to the Roman rule of their land. On the 
other hand, the Herodians were very much in support of the kings, which Rome had appointed over 
them and saw no conflict with their Jewish roots. Together, they aimed to force Jesus to take a stand 
with one side or the other. So, they come to him with flattering words and then pose the question, “Is it 
lawful to pay the imperial tax to Caesar or not?” They think that they have now trapped Jesus. In typical 
fashion, Jesus sees right through them and turns the tables on them both. He asks them to show him a 
coin, the kind that is used to pay the imperial tax. Showing them the portrait of Caesar and the inscription 
on the coin, he tells them that they must give Caesar what belongs to him and give to God what belongs 
to God. 

We often want things to be obvious; we want things to be in black and white. It’s as if we live in a box, 
and only the things that fit into the box are good, and everything else is terrible. Life is not like that. Life 
is fluid and always moving. Jesus shows us that life in the kingdom is not a “black-and-white” situation; 
instead, it’s “both-and,” not “either-or.” Let’s look at what Jesus is telling us in this passage.

“Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s…” This verse, along with a couple of others in the New Testament, 
have often been used to teach believers that we must obey the government at all costs. As believers, 
we must show the unbelievers what it means to follow God and that as his followers, we must always 
“obey.” The other way that this is translated is to submit. There are two passages in the New Testament, 
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that specifically refer to our relationship to the governing authorities. The first one is Romans 13, and 
Paul teaches us that to obey, or submit, to the governing authorities is just like obeying God because 
God is the one who establishes governments and rulers. A second passage is found in I Peter 2. In this 
passage, we are again encouraged by Peter to submit to the governing authority. But what does that 
mean?

First, we have to look at the two men who wrote these passages. Aren’t these the same men who 
each got arrested or were put in danger because they opposed the governing rulers? Paul was in such 
danger of his life because he opposed the governor of Damascus that he had to be hidden in a wicker 
basket and lowered from an opening in the city wall. Peter was arrested and put in prison because he 
opposed the Jewish authorities and preached when they told him to stop. He and James were put 
in prison. Then, in the middle of the night, an angel came to them and caused them to escape from 
prison and then go into hiding so as not to be caught. These were not the only times that they ran into 
opposition to the government. Now, they tell us that we must submit to the government in charge or be 
in danger of opposing God. 

The main thing that we must look at is the word “submit.” This word in Greek does not have the same 
meaning as our English word. The Greek word means “to order under.” In other words, it means to keep 
things in order. It does not mean “to obey.” It means the opposite of chaos, and from the scriptures, we 
can see that God is a God of order. This is the same word that Paul uses in Ephesians when he tells 
husbands and wives to submit to one another. It means to put in order. Is either Peter or Paul telling us 
never to oppose the government? Not when it comes to God’s laws versus the laws instituted by man. It 
means that if we stand up for what is right and the government comes against us, we have to be willing 
to accept the consequences.

For example, during WWII, the Confessing Church in Germany, led by Dietrich Bonhoeffer, opposed the 
Nazi regime and its cruel practices despite its orders not to do so. When Bonhoeffer and others were 
arrested, they accepted the punishment and even their death due to their actions. They submitted; that 
is, they kept things in order and did not create or allow chaos. This all falls in line with what Jesus is 
teaching us in this passage.

Give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar. Paul even says to pay taxes, give revenue when it is due, 
owe no one anything. So, it is not wrong to stand up for what is right, but it is wrong to create chaos in 
society. Slavery was legal in this country, yet many good believers stood up against it. Ethnic cleansing 
of the Jews from Europe was the law, but the Church openly stood against it. Apartheid was legal 
in South Africa, yet we had many Christian leaders lending their voices to the call for its end. Today, 
Christian leaders cry out in favor of the Palestinians’ rights in the face of an apartheid regime. In each 
case, believers are standing up against each of these governments’ established policies, but they do so 
because they go against God’s laws. Remember the Jewish midwives in Egypt. Pharaoh had ordered 
them to kill the newborn babies of the Jewish population. Instead, they hid them, as they did Moses, and 
so saved a generation. What each of these did not do is to try to create social chaos. They are “ordering 
under,” that is, keeping the social order in place not to create chaos, and they accept the sentences 
handed down to them.

I believe this is the kind of thing, taken a step or two further, that Jesus is talking about in this passage. 
We can state our opposition to an established policy when it goes against God’s higher laws, but we 
should not do it in such a way as to create chaos. We should respect and honor those in positions of 
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authority and accept their sentence when they meet it out. As the scriptures state, when we act in this 
way, we keep ourselves blameless in the eyes of the non-believers and give them cause to worship 
God.

The other side of this is found in the last half of Jesus’ statement, “give to God, what is God’s.” To answer 
the imperial tax question, Jesus showed them a Roman coin containing Caesar’s face, and that was the 
proof needed to obey that law. What is the proof about giving to God? The proof is found in you and me. 
We bear the image of God because we are created in his image. As we read in Genesis, God created 
everything, from the farthest reaches of the cosmos down to the tiniest fishes that swim in the oceans. 
His crowning achievement was when he formed Adam out of the dust of the ground, and the Spirit was 
breathed into him. Then, God took a part of Adam, created a proper mate for him, and named her Eve. 
Someone like Adam but different. God gave them dominion over all that he had made. As we read on, 
humankind begins to form into groups, and each group creates the rules or laws that best suit them and 
by which they will live, but above all of this are God’s laws. At Mount Sinai, God spells out the best way 
for all of us to live together and how we should treat one another. When he is asked, Jesus says the first 
and greatest commandment is to Love God with all of your being. The second commandment is to love 
your neighbor as yourself. Loving God, obeying his rules should always be first. He created everything, 
and he is the one who establishes the rules or the order of things. Humankind is always trying to imitate 
God, so they developed rules that they felt best as they formed social groups. 

As we read through Old Testament stories, time, and again we see God using governments and 
leaders to fulfill his purposes. In the Exodus story, God uses Pharaoh to accomplish his plan to bring 
the Hebrews into their land. We read in Isaiah 45 that God is calling Cyrus, a non-Jew, and a ruler of a 
people who are the enemies of Israel. He states that he is God’s anointed one who will subdue nations 
and defeat kings and armies “so that you will know that I am the Lord.” God even says that he is doing 
this, “even though you, (Cyrus,) do not acknowledge me.” God uses whomever he wants to use, at any 
given time, to accomplish His will on earth. 

God is over everything. God is the first one to whom we should give ourselves. Because we are in 
alignment with God, we can then obey the governments under whom we live, but whenever the laws 
of that government conflict with God’s laws, then God’s laws always supersede the others. First and 
foremost, we are citizens of God’s kingdom. As far as is possible, we are to live at peace with all people. 
Through the blood of Jesus, we have been made free from sin and free to live as God’s children. As 
Peter says, we are not to use that freedom to cover up evil, and in another place, Paul says that our 
freedom in Christ is to be used in a socially conscious way. He says, “I can do all things, but not all things 
are expedient.” As children of God, we must always look out for the good of others. We have to be 
aware of how our actions will impact someone else. At all times, we need to be aware of how our lives, 
our actions, will impact others. 

As children of the kingdom, we have to recognize, as both Peter and Paul state, that governments, at 
their best, are agents of protection and benefit to their constituents. They work to maintain the social 
order, and Paul says that if we rebel against them, then we are rebelling against something that God 
put into place. We must always live according to the rules of God’s kingdom. God’s kingdom and 
the freedom which we enjoy in Christ are what we are to proclaim. We are not here to proclaim any 
particular party over another. We are not here to proclaim any country as better than another. Our 
mission is to do one thing, and that is to proclaim Christ and Him crucified, raised from the dead, and 
ascended to God, who will come again in glory to judge all of creation and humankind and receive his 
daughters and sons for himself. We look for and are citizens of a city whose builder and maker is God. 
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God is overall, in all, and through all. The earth is the Lord’s and the fullness of it.

We are to live as good citizens in our own country while we walk this earth. We are to be examples, both 
in private and public, of living peaceably because, in all things, we follow the rules of our city, state, and 
national governments. In this way, we show our faith to unbelievers, giving us a platform for our witness. 
But we must always remember that above all of this are the rules of the Kingdom of God. Whenever 
man’s laws contradict God’s laws, we then have the right to stand up and address that wrong, just as 
Jesus and Peter and Paul did. But like them, we must also willingly accept the consequences when that 
government does not agree with us and takes actions against us. Just like Jesus told Pilate, they have 
no power over us except what God has allowed. Like Paul, when he was imprisoned, we can rejoice 
because we know that we are suffering for righteousness’ sake. Like Jesus, we can face even the 
ultimate consequence because we know that we have given ourselves to God first.

I will close with these words from Psalm 99.

Amen.


