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St. Michael’s Episcopal Church 
The Reverend Canon Michael J. Horvath 
Gospel: Matthew 22: 15-22 
 
There are some phrases which are so familiar in the English language that we carry them 
around in our minds and they rise to the top when we least expect it. And, as with some of the 
Shakespeare’s iconic phrases, today’s reading contains one of these: “Give therefore to the 
emperor, the things that are the emperor’s”.  Does anyone remember another translation of 
that phrase? “Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s” – so much more poetic, I think.  Not Julius 
Caesar, but Caesar Augustus Tiberius. 
 
I think Jesus’s saying has been grossly misinterpreted over the years. You probably have heard 
it used to justify paying taxes.  And I first heard this passage preached during an annual giving 
campaign, as an urging to pledge towards the financial needs of the church.  However, we can 
miss the essence of what Jesus is saying if we allow this phrase to simply be associated with 
taxes and annual giving. 
 
But we need to rewind a bit to understand the context of why Jesus’ enemies were out to get 
him. If you recall, there were two groups who were getting increasingly uncomfortable with the 
sorts of things Jesus stood for – the Pharisees and the Herodians. 
 
The Pharisees were the respected and elite religious leaders of the day. They followed all the 
laws and adhered to their religious duties. Their beef with Jesus was that Jesus had an 
unfortunate habit of reminding them that it was not the slavish obedience to religious law that 
really counted, rather it was spirit of servanthood behind the teaching that mattered. Jesus was 
an early iconoclast of the status that the Pharisees had assumed for themselves. 
 
And then the passage mentions the Herodians. These were the in- group of Jewish civic and 
society leaders installed by Herod Antipas, despised by many because their power was in direct 
proportion to their support of Rome and the Roman emperor, not to God.  They were therefore 
seen by many as traitors and collaborators of a system that suppressed the Israelites. Because it 
was in their interests to do so, they were strong supporters for the severe taxes demanded by 
the Romans, while the Pharisee believed that the tithes they gave to the Temple and its leaders 
were sufficient in executing their religious obligations, if not their civic one. 
 
So in this context Jesus is pressed to give an answer to a trick question that he deftly refuses to 
answer in a way that would align him with either the Pharisees or the Herodians – “Is it lawful 
to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?”  And that answer is the one we all know, written in our 
translation as  “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God 
the things that are God’s.”  Sounds easy, right?  It also sounds pithy and like a throwaway 
soundbite if we only associate it with the old chestnut of separating church and state.  
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So, we know that the profile image on the coin that Jesus holds in his hand is that of Caesar 
Augustus Tiberius.  Coins throughout the empire would have had this same image – from Gaul 
(present-day France) to present-day Turkey, from present-day Spain, to Egypt.  Like a God, as 
indeed Roman emperors were believed to be, Caesar was everywhere, in every life, in every 
context. 
 
However, Jesus’s answer of “give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s” is 
a red herring.  You see, the emperor was going to get that money in the end, whether or not 
Jesus advised against it.  There’s no question that that will happen, much the same way that 
there is no question that you or I will pay taxes.  That’s part of the social contract that we have 
made with one another for the good working of our society. 
 
What we have is an example of the fork in the road, the two ways.  The first way is through lust 
for power and status and domination. It is the way of Rome and the Herodians, the way of the 
Pharisees and indeed, the way of anyone who seeks these things by forcefully taking them.  
That’s the one side of the Coin.  The other side of the coin is what has lasting power, that which 
has the real value.  The image we would find if we were to turn that coin over would be an 
image of you, me, your neighbor, your son, your daughter, us.   
 
We are what God wants.  But God gets us through Love. Throughout this world-wide pandemic, 
we have seen that it is the examples of love that have carried the day – the love of those 
working on the frontlines in hospitals and care centers, the love of parents as they try to juggle 
a work life and homeschooling, the love of people who are never without their masks as a sign 
of caring for others, the love of customers who band together to support businesses that might 
otherwise have withered and fallen away during these last few months, and the love of 
neighbors taking care of one another in a myriad of ways.  If you ever wonder what Jesus 
means when he says, “Render to God the things that are God’s”, the answer is “Love”. Love is 
the currency that we render to God. We render to God every time we express love for each 
other, and in every way we express that love.   
 
We may not be rich like Caesar, but we can be rich in Love.  When we see ourselves on the 
other side of the coin, we get a glimpse of what a treasure we are in God’s eyes.  We get to 
understand that God loves every part of us – the parts we like about ourselves and the parts we 
may not like about ourselves.  All of us are gold in God’s hands when we render ourselves in 
love. All we have to do is give that Love freely and generously. Amen! 
 
 
 


