“Rendering Unto Caesar”

Matthew 22:15-22

I found myself in a debate years ago with a relative.  Neither of us directly referenced today’s scripture reading, but I think that this passage was at the heart of both of our arguments.  “Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s; and unto God the things that are God’s.”  That’s the way this verse is interpreted in the King James Version of the Bible, and I kind of like it.  For a lot of American Christians these words have sort of gotten into the subconscious of our American value system, and perhaps influenced our understanding of the relationship between church and state.  “Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s; and unto God the things that are God’s.”

According to my relative there are two spheres of existence.  There is the physical secular world, which is ultimately ruled by governments.  And there is also the spiritual world, which is ultimately ruled by God.  And these two spheres exist simultaneously but also exclusively from one another.  According to my relative, the State has no business telling the church how to run its affairs, and in turn it’s not the business of the church to critique the State.  In the physical world, Caesar’s authority is none of the church’s business.  According to my relative, in the physical secular world, we are called to pledge absolute loyalty to our Government.  From this point of view, our ultimate secular loyalty and allegiance sort of belong to Caesar.  It’s one of those things we are called to render.

Of course, in the Spiritual world, according to my relative, our ultimate spiritual loyalty and allegiance belongs to God.  Our prayers, our tithes, our time and talents are rendered unto God.  And we can worship in any way we see fit.  It’s none of Caesar’s business how we worship.  But it’s also none of the church business how Caesar governs, according to my relative.

Now please understand, my relative was not proposing a blind loyalty to the government that goose-steps to anything Caesar wants to do.  In good democratic fashion, my relative proposed that if citizens don’t like their government leaders, they can vote them out of office.  But when we walk into the voting booth, he proposed, we walk in as citizens of the physical world.  If our secular philosophical values conflict with our politicians, we can vote for another candidate.  But according to my relative, the Bible, the teachings of the church, and Christian theology should have nothing to do with what goes on in the physical world or with what we do inside of that voting booth.  Our economic values, our business values, our political values – these are all a part of the physical secular world.  And they have nothing to do with the Spiritual world.

“Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s; and unto God the things that are God’s.”  Is this what this passage is saying?

In our reading this morning, Jesus is teaching in the temple when he is approached by two different groups that are sort of like the odd couple in 1st century Jewish society.  The first group are the Pharisees.  The Pharisees are a very devout group of lay leaders in the local synagogues.  Pharisees seek to live their lives in a very strict allegiance to the Old Testament religious laws, particularly the laws of purity.  That’s why the Pharisees were highly opposed to the Roman occupation and Roman presence on Israel’s soil.

They believed that Rome’s very presence tainted the purity of Israelite society.  And they resented paying taxes to Rome.  You see everyone was required to pay their taxes with Roman coins – a denarius.  And minted onto this coin was an image of Caesar and this slogan: “Tiberius Caesar, August Son of the Divine August and high Priest.”  Well, one of the Ten Commandments is, “You shall make no graven images,” and the graven image on these Roman coins blasphemously proclaimed Caesar to be a divine high priest.

But, for practical reasons, the Pharisees never openly advocated a boycott of the Roman tax.  If they had, they would have been quickly arrested and crucified.  But they did openly proclaim their dislike for the Romans and their taxes, and the common people of Israel loved the Pharisees because of this opposition.  For you see, it was the common folks who carried the vast weight of the Roman tax burden.

On the other hand, the Herodians held a very different view of taxes.  The Herodians represent a group in Israelite society that gained their power, privilege, and prestige from Herod Antipas, the Tetrarch of Galilee.  And Herod, in turn, received his power, privilege, and prestige from Rome and Roman taxes.

So, you see, when the Pharisees and the Herodians conspired together to set a trap for Jesus, they were trying to put Jesus between a rock and a hard place.  If Jesus says, “Well of course we shouldn’t pay taxes to that blasphemous idolatrous emperor of Rome,” then the Herodians will immediately have Jesus arrested and executed as a treasonous insurrectionist.  On the other hand, if Jesus says, “I don’t see any conflict between the Old Testament Laws and paying Roman taxes,” then the Pharisees will paint a picture of Jesus as a “smooth-talking street preacher who stirs up people with glib talk of God’s majesty but who underneath advocates a get-along-go-along policy with the Roman, gentile pigs.” 
  In which case, the common folks would turn against Jesus and that would be the end of Jesus’ ministry.

But the story says that Jesus knew darn well what they were trying to pull, so Jesus says, “Show me one of the coins used to pay the Roman tax.”  And they quickly handed him one.  Which makes you wonder what a blasphemous idolatrous Roman coin was doing in the temple in the first place, but I digress.  The coin is quickly brought to Jesus, and Jesus asks, “Whose is this image?”  The Pharisees and the Herodians responded to Jesus’ question, “that’s the emperor’s image.”  So, Jesus says, “You pay the tax with Roman coins, and they bear the emperor’s image; therefore, they belong to the emperor.  So, give the emperor his little coins back.”

But when Jesus says to render to God the things that are God’s, Jesus is saying.  “Look, the tax is not the issue…(G)et on about the weightier business of rendering your lives to God.”  You see, “render unto God the things that are God’s” prompts this question:  In whose image are you made?  Whose image is minted on your soul?  According to Genesis Chapter One, you are created in God’s image.  So, Jesus is saying, “The Roman coin was created in the emperor’s image.  But you are created in God’s image.  So, give your whole self to God who owns you.”  
  

You see, we may have to plunk down this or that tax; but we are never Caesar’s.  We belong to God.  And God lays a claim on every facet of our lives – social, economic, and political.  Now I firmly believe in the separation of Church and State.  The State should not impose one form of religion or one denomination on all the people.  And no denomination or religion should control the government.  But when we walk into the voting booth, or when we walk into our office or place of employment, or when we conduct ourselves in the physical world – we are not free agents who can follow the whims of our secular desires.  Wherever we live, wherever we work, wherever we play in the physical world – we still belong to God.  There is no separation between the physical and the spiritual world.  Everything belongs to God.  

I need to talk now about something very important but also a little controversial.  In the almost three months that I have been here, I have heard a concern expressed a few times that goes like this: Politics have no place in the pulpit.  Well, far be it from me to tell you how to vote in the next election.  For the most part, I preach about Christian virtues and values like the Fruits of the Spirit in Galatians – love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  I preach about the ministry and teaching of Jesus who cared about the physical health of the sick, fed the hungry, and had compassion and mercy for the powerless, oppressed, and the imprisoned.  You will also hear me preach about the witness of the prophets of the Old Testament and their call for the Kings of Israel to lead a just and fair society.  For the most part, I will preach about these Christian values and virtues and ethics, and let you connect the dots for how they shape your life and your faith and your politics.
But there have been times in the history of the Christian faith when pastors like me have felt compelled to speak out on political topics.  In the mid-19th Century it was slavery.  In the 1930’s in Germany, it was Nazi Fascism, that is until all who spoke out were arrested or martyred.  In 1963, Martin Luther King, Jr. wrote his letter from the Birmingham Jail asking where are the white churches in this struggle for civil rights?  The point is there are some causes and issues in our culture and in our world that must be directly addressed by the church, sinful, idolatrous causes and issues that threaten the very core of our Christian faith.
If and when those causes and issues arise, I promise I will always address these topics with sensitivity, diplomacy, and humility.  Yes, I am theologically and biblically educated, but I recognize that I do not have a direct line to the totality of the mind and will of God.  And I am always willing to sit down and talk with each of you, to honestly consider if I may be wrong.

But the point of this sermon is that God’s claim on each of us is total – physical, spiritual, intellectual, economic, and political.  Everything!

Jesus is Lord of all.

So, render unto God the things that are God’s. 

Let us pray:

Our God and our King, it is so confusing sometimes to see the fine line between love of country and idolatrous nationalism.  Help us, Lord, to grow as loyal citizens of our country, who call this country to be true to the values we claim.  Amen.

David A. Cagle

October 04, 2020
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