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Matthew 22:15-22 Then the Pharisees went out and laid plans to trap him in his words. 16 They sent their disciples to him 
along with the Herodians.  “Teacher,” they said, “we know that you are a man of integrity and that you teach the way of 
God in accordance with the truth. You aren’t swayed by others, because you pay no attention to who they are. 17 Tell us 
then, what is your opinion? Is it right to pay the imperial tax to Caesar or not?” 18 But Jesus, knowing their evil intent, 
said, “You hypocrites, why are you trying to trap me? 19 Show me the coin used for paying the tax.” They brought him a 
denarius, 20 and he asked them, “Whose image is this? And whose inscription?” 21 “Caesar’s,” they replied.  Then he said 
to them, “So give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.”  22 When they heard this, they were 
amazed. So they left him and went away. 
 

Two Kingdoms 
1.  The questions 
2.  Jesus’ answer 

3.  How do we live the two kingdoms doctrine? 
 

The air had to be thick with tension! Jesus had entered Jerusalem, riding on a donkey amidst the shouts of hosannas. 
He had gone to the temple and drove out the moneychangers and merchants, to the dismay of the chief priests and 
elders. No longer could his ministry be relegated to some distant phenomenon that was taking place in the small towns 
and countryside in the region of Galilee. Jesus had brought his teachings and ministry into the center of Israel’s faith. 

As a result, into the tension that already existed between Israel and their occupation by Rome, a polarization was 
quickly developing among the people in regard to Jesus. Although many of the common people viewed Jesus as a 
prophet, others, especially those who held positions of power and authority, viewed Jesus’ teachings and actions as 
subversive and inflammatory. 

During that week, Jesus told a parable about tenants who rented a vineyard and refused to pay the rent to the 
landowner.  This was clearly a parable about the Jews who were in the land given them by God but they did not do his 
will.  Then he told a parable about a wedding banquet and those who were invited didn’t come so the master brought in 
others.  Both parables were telling the Jewish leaders that God had rejected them and they understood what he was 
saying. 

It is after all that, we read:  Then the Pharisees went out and laid plans to trap him in his words. 16 They sent their 
disciples to him along with the Herodians.  “Teacher,” they said, “we know that you are a man of integrity and that you 
teach the way of God in accordance with the truth. You aren’t swayed by others, because you pay no attention to who 
they are. What they said about Jesus was true.  He had integrity, he was orthodox, he was fearless and he wasn’t swayed 
by position or power.  But after all that had happened, do you think they meant it? 

Then came the question:  Tell us then, what is your opinion? Is it right to pay the imperial tax to Caesar or not?”  Like 
any government, the Roman Empire needed tax money.  “Taxes were levied not on Roman citizens but on noncitizen 
provincials.  During the early Empire, two types of direct taxes existed: tributum soli and tributum capitis.  The former 
was a fixed-rate property tax assessed on land, houses, slaves and ships within each province.  The annual rate in the 
province of Syria in this era was 1 percent.  The latter type of tax was a poll or head tax, levied on men ages fourteen to 
sixty-five, and on women twelve to sixty-five . . . one denarius per person per year.”  (James S. Jeffers, The Greco-Roman 
World of the New Testament Era, InterVarsity Press, 1999, p. 143) 

Many felt that paying taxes to Caesar “was virtually to own his royal authority, and so to disown that of Jehovah, 
who alone was Israel’s King.” (Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, Eerdmans, Volume 2, p. 385)   

Notice who was asking the question.  It was disciples of the Pharisees and the Herodians.  The Pharisees would have 
been concerned about a strict adherence to the law of Moses.  The Herodians were secularists and sided with the Greek 
culture and the Roman empire.  They would have been watching for any hint at rebellion against Rome.  So, if Jesus says 
something that doesn’t line up with the law of Moses, the Pharisees will accuse him of sin.  If he undermines paying 
taxes, the Herodians will hand him over to the Roman government as an insurrectionist.  They thought they had him in a 
no-win situation. 

Jesus once told his disciples, “I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore be as shrewd as snakes 
and as innocent as doves.” (Matthew 10:16)  The way Jesus dealt with these people teaches us what shrewd as snakes 



means.  We can’t just believe what people tell us.  We can’t believe everything we see on Facebook or hear on the news.  
That’s especially true when it is something we want to believe.  Be careful.   

It didn’t take divine omnipotence to see through the hypocrisy of these people.  Matthew said they laid plans to trap 
him. Maybe you have seen those old metal, spring-loaded traps that trappers used in the old west.  That’s a good picture 
of what these guys were trying to do to Jesus.  They were laying a trap to catch him in his words.  But Jesus could see 
what they were up to.  

But Jesus, knowing their evil intent, said, “You hypocrites, why are you trying to trap me? 19 Show me the coin used 
for paying the tax.”  By asking them to show a coin, Jesus demonstrated that they all used the coin of the empire.  In 
other words, they had, in reality, already accepted the rule of Caesar.  If they were going to accept the rule of Caesar 
which meant the ability to buy things and live peaceful lives, they could not claim they didn’t have to pay taxes.   

They brought him a denarius, 20 and he asked them, “Whose image is this? And whose inscription?” 21 “Caesar’s,” 
they replied.  Then he said to them, “So give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.”   Jesus gave a 
response that did more than merely foil their trap. Jesus gave a teaching that left them with a challenge that rings down 
through the centuries. We must conclude that we, as Christians living on this earth, are citizens of two kingdoms. The 
first part of his answer acknowledges the fact that we have a responsibility to the governing authorities of our Nation, 
our State, our County and our community.  We are also citizens of the kingdom of heaven with a responsibility to God 
and his Church.   

By teaching this doctrine of two kingdoms, as Luther called it, Jesus was keeping the fourth commandment that calls 
on us to honor parents and others in authority.  For all those times that we failed to honor our parents, obey authorities, 
or honor elected officials, Jesus kept this commandment in our place.  Even here, he was winning our salvation by 
keeping the law in our place before he died in our place. 

He also showed us how to live the doctrine of the two kingdoms.  That is, we are to give to God and to the 
government what we owe each.  What do we owe the state?  Taxes certainly, but more.  We owe honor, respect 
obedience and patriotism. “We need not be blind to individual politician’s moral failings.  Luther felt the majority of the 
princes in Germany were ‘rascals’ and said so.  We need not refrain from public comment about public figures.  But the 
pendulum has swung the other way in our country and it is high time the church declared to its people the truth that 
public office is a high calling from God.” (Paul Wendland, “The Function of Church and State regarding Moral Issues” p. 
16)  

You heard the second lesson from Paul’s letter to the Romans earlier.  There he laid out our duty to the governing 
authorities.   Governments have the right to establish laws to regulate our life as we live in community with one another, 
and to have the authority to enforce them. They may even, in the time of war, ask us to come to the defense of our 
country by serving in the armed forces. 

We are also citizens of the kingdom of heaven.  Caesar had his name on coins.  Where has God put his name?  
Where is his inscription?  Is it not on you?  At your baptism God put his name on you and marked you as his own.  What 
do we owe God?  Everything.  As the Apostle Paul said, “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the 
glory of God.” (1 Corinthians 10:31) 

It is also important that we keep the two kingdoms distinct from each other.  .  A child once told his father, “It’s not 
good to spank.  Jesus doesn’t want you to spank.”  “In his own childish way, he was confusing the two kingdoms. . . in my 
role as a father . . . it is my office to punish evil.  There it is not only good to spank, I must spank or neglect my office.  
God grant that I also speak of Christ’s forgiveness to him.   But then I deal with him not so much in my calling as father, 
but in my calling as a priest of God.” (Wendland, p. 16)   

The church, on the other hand, is not to dictate laws, punish evil, or  reward those who do good.  It is not to gain 
power or use power and human reason.  The church must only use the gospel to win souls for Christ.  The gospel is the 
power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes, Paul taught.  We must remember the church’s goal is to win 
souls.  Then we need to remember the only tool God gave us to accomplish that is the gospel in Word and sacrament.   

I am simply inviting you into the struggle that our Lord puts before us. I am inviting you to think about your faith 
seriously, and to realize that we are citizens of two kingdoms, to which our greatest allegiance as Christians, belongs to 
God. I am inviting you, as you live your daily life, to think about what belongs to God, and let it influence the way you 
live. 

I invite you into the struggle that Jesus faced, as he struggled on the Mount of Olives, as he gave to the emperor 
what belonged to him, and to God what belonged to God. Clearly, Jesus acknowledged the right of Pilate to take his life, 
even though he could have avoided death. Yet he gave his life, his all, back to his Heavenly Father on our behalf, for our 
redemption, according to God’s will. Thanks be to God! 


