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Rev. K Freeman, Oct 18, 2020:  20th Sunday after Pentecost 
Exodus 33:12-23; Psalm 99; 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10; Matthew 22:15-22 

 

I’ve always enjoyed collecting coins.  My grandparents started me off – they would 

buy us special commemorative coins from the United States mint, and bring home 

coins from their travels around the world.  And from my own travels I’ve collected 

coins from Europe, South Africa, St. Helena and the Pacific Islands.   

 

Most US coins today have three interesting inscriptions stamped onto them:  the 

first is the word “Liberty,” meaning freedom; the next is a Latin phrase, E pluribus 

unum, the US motto which means “out of many, one,” reflecting the dream of 

unity in our diversity, and finally the words “In God we Trust.”  And don’t we all 

want these qualities to be true for America! 

 

The coin referred to in our gospel passage today was the denarius, used to pay 

taxes to the Roman emperor in Jesus’ day.  The Latin inscription on the coins at 

that time translates to “Caesar Augustus Tiberius, Son of the Divine Augustus.”  

The “Caesars” of the Roman Empire demanded to be worshiped as if they were 

gods.  Religion was allowed to exist in all kinds of forms, as long as it didn’t detract 

from the greater glory of the Emperor, Caesar.   

 

In today’s text, Jesus advises to give to the emperor the things which are the 

emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.  It’s interesting that this passage 

comes now, as I begin writing to each of our church members, thanking you for 

your pledges and your support for the ministry of Grace Church, and asking you to 

pledge your commitment for 2021.   

 

But I’m not going to use today’s passage to talk about giving money to the church, 

as much as our Treasurer might want me to!  Instead, I want to focus on the 

distinction between what is Caesar’s and what is God’s.  Because if we don’t keep 

that distinction clear, we could fall into the theological heresy of nationalism.   

 



 2 

Remember:  our bible doesn’t say “for God so loved America”… it says “for God so 

loved the world.”  Jesus said, yes, by all means pay taxes – but don’t tie your 

allegiance too closely to the state – I want your allegiance to God to be first.   

 

The emperor that Jesus was talking about was Caesar Augustus Tiberius, but to 

bring this text into relevance, for us, ‘the emperor’ is a reference to the 

governments of our state and our country - to pay our taxes in exchange for 

services provided.  And we all are responsible for keeping our government 

accountable in their spending, and in what kinds of services our taxes are paying 

for.  For the Christian voter, it’s important to determine our ethical priorities for 

the provision of services - for the good of all people, and for the stewardship of 

the earth that God has given us. 

 

So on a practical basis, we recognize the need to contribute to the provision of 

services through our taxes.  Sometimes we hear about tax avoidance and tax 

evasion in the news, where people or corporations manage to pay less tax or even 

no tax at all.  This problem affects not only our country but the entire world.  For 

example, one report stated that more than $150 billion dollars per year is removed 

from the continent of Africa through tax avoidance, evasion and capital flight using 

western banks, accountants & lawyers, and off-shore secret tax havens. Tax 

evasion by multinational companies in Africa is said to be so vast that if the monies 

were paid in full, that struggling continent could be fully developed by now! 

 

Many wealthy individuals and corporations are never held accountable when it 

comes to “giving to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s.”  But make no mistake:  all 

of us will have to give an account to God of our stewardship over “the things that 

are God’s.”  
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So what belongs to God?  Everything belongs to God!  The whole world, the 

universe, and our entire life.  Psalm 24 says “the earth is the Lord’s, and everything 

in it.”   

 

From our Book of Common Prayer, I get to choose which Offertory Sentences to 

say as we present our offerings to God.  The one I most often use is on p. 377, and 

if you can find it in your BCP now, p. 377, I would like us to say this out loud 

together:   

Yours, O Lord, is the greatness, the power, the glory, the victory, and the 

majesty. For everything in heaven and on earth is yours. Yours, O Lord, is the 

kingdom, and you are exalted as head over all. 

 

Everything in heaven and on earth is God’s… but not everything belongs to Caesar 

(or to our government!) – God has the greater claim on our worship and on our 

lives.   

  

Giving back to God by giving money to the church is a great thing – because giving 

to the church enables the ministries that this church does now, and the new 

ministries we’d love to be able to do in the future, especially in ways that we want 

to reach out to the people of this city, which we hope to do more of when this 

pandemic is over.  

 

But giving money is only part of what we are called to give.  We are called to give 

God our whole self – our heart, our mind and our soul – our attention and our 

presence – recognizing that God is with us at all times, through the good and the 

bad.   

 

 

 

 

 



 4 

What else can we give to God?  How about wonder, love and praise!  When I go 

out into the garden or go for a walk, I can’t help but marvel at the beauty and the 

intricacy of nature!  Or when we are with the people we love and care about, or 

receive the kindness of a stranger, or when we share in someone’s pain and grief, 

we can give God thanks and praise for the intensity of our human emotions and 

connections and the depth of our shared experiences in life. 

 

Another thing we can give to God is our hope – You know, our hope isn’t in Caesar, 

our hope is in God.  “In God we trust” – we might wish we could trust Caesar, but 

we know that Caesar often disappoints us!  Psalm 146 says: “Do not put your trust 

in princes, in mortals, in whom there is no help. When their breath departs, they 

return to the earth; on that very day their plans perish.  Happy are those whose 

help is the God of Jacob, whose hope is in the Lord their God.”  

 

So as we reflect on today’s gospel, may we keep God and Caesar in their rightful 

places. As good citizens of Fairfield and Suisun City – two small cities with great 

diversity, E pluribus unum, – may we never lose our true and first identity as 

people of God, called by God to care for God’s creation, to use our resources well, 

and to engage in the world’s challenges with God’s vision of liberty and justice for 

all.  Amen.  

 

 


