
 

 
My Sermon from Sunday October 18, 2020 ‘20th Sunday after Pentecost’  ~  “Round 1 To Jesus” 

 

O Lord, uphold me that I may uplift you, and may the words of my mouth 

and the meditation of our hearts be always acceptable in your sight,                                                                                 

O Lord, our strength and our redeemer.  Amen. 

 

The Fraser Institute is the Canadian think tank.  Every year the Fraser Institute picks a day when the 

average Canadian family has paid all their taxes.  It even has a name  ~  “Tax Freedom Day!”  This 

year, the day was June 7.  That means that the average Canadian Family worked for 5 and a half 

months just paying taxes.  And that doesn’t even include our municipal property taxes. 

 

Taxes.  We all pay them and yet none of us like working for over 5 months of the year without 

anything to show for it.  Taxes have been around for a long time.  In first century Israel, there were 2 

systems of taxes.  The Jewish people had to pay taxes to both the Romans and to the Jews.  The 

Jews, especially the Pharisees, collected the annual Jewish “temple tax” that paid for maintenance to 

the temple in Jerusalem.  

 

The Romans asked for a “land tax,” a “head tax” (census tax or “tribute” tax), and “custom taxes” 

(tolls and duties on imported goods).  The average man in Israel worked for about 3 weeks every 

year for the Roman state, which is still way less that the average Canadian family working for over 5 

months for the Canadian government. 

 

The Romans hired local residents to collect the taxes for them and these tax collectors were 

unpopular, as some tried to get extra money to keep for themselves.  Jesus was criticized for 

befriending tax collectors and ‘tax collectors’ and ‘sinners’ are grouped together in the same sentence 

in the gospels.  However . . .  Jesus selects a tax collector to be one of his 12 disciples.   

 

Our gospel this morning is all about taxes and whether or not they should be paid.  Jesus is being 

questioned by the pharisees.  This trick question about taxes is the beginning of 3 trick questions, 

designed to make Jesus look bad in front of his followers.  The second question is about the 

resurrection and the third question is about the greatest commandment.   

 

The Pharisees plan to entrap Jesus.  They send their students to Jesus to ask him the first question.  

Interesting that they don’t go themselves but send the wannabe disciples as their messengers.  They 

ask Jesus this one question:  Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor or not? 

 

They think their question is brilliant.  If Jesus answers “Yes,” the Jewish people will be unhappy because 

they can’t stand the head tax. They must pay it with a coin bearing an image of the emperor, of 

Caesar, who was Tiberius at the time.  If Jesus answers ”No,” then he is speaking treason against Rome.   

 

What does Jesus do?  He asks to see the coin that is used for the head tax (the census tax).  Here is a 

photo of a Roman 

‘denarius,’ the coin used for 

this annual tax.  A denarius 

was the standard Roman 

currency throughout the 

Roman empire.  It bore the 

image of the emperor and 

at this time around 30 AD, 

the image of Tiberius would 

have been on the coin.  

  

The Emperor Tiberius is on 

the front of the coin and his 

mother Livia is on the back. 



 

Here is the inscription on the front of the coin: “Tiberius Caesar, Son of the Divine Augustus.” 

 

On the back of the coin is the inscription: “Pontif Maxim” which means “High Priest.” 

 

Today in Canada, we continue to have the image of Queen Elizabeth on our 20 dollar bills (not on 

our 5 dollar bills), our loonies, our quarters, dimes and nickels.  [Note to our readers:  The Queen 

might be on other paper denominations but all I had in my wallet at the time was a 20 dollar bill 

and a 5 dollar bill and some change.] 

 

Any coin with Caesar’s image was idolatry to the Jews and any inscription claiming Caesar was divine 

was blasphemy to the Jews. 

  

The inscription states that Tiberius was the son of a god, the son of Augustus. 

 

Jesus looks at the coin and asks 

them whose face is on the coin.  

They reply correctly, “The 

emperor’s.”  Jesus then says to 

“Give to the emperor the things 

that are the emperor’s.”   This 

means that the image on the 

coin is that of the emperor and 

so the coins belong to him. 

 

Jesus doesn’t stop here.  And 

this is why his response is 

brilliant.  In the same sentence 

without missing a beat, Jesus 

says to “Give to God the things 

that are God’s.”   Every Jewish 

person who heard the question 

and Jesus’ response would have 

known exactly what he meant. 

 

Some of you will know Jesus’ response from the King James Version,  
 

“Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are Caesar's;  and unto God the things that are God's.”  

(King James, Matthew 22: 21) 

 

“Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s 

 and to God the things that are God’s.”  (NRSV, Matthew 22: 21) 

 

The image of the emperor is on the denarius. 

 

Where is the image of God?  It is on every one of us.  The 

book of Genesis states that “God created humankind in his 

image, in the image of God he created them, male and 

female he created them” (Genesis 1: 27). 

 

We are stamped in the image of God.  So if we give to the 

emperor what is stamped with the emperor then we give to 

God what is stamped with God.  We are stamped with God 

and so we give God everything. 



   

Jesus answers the question with his brilliant response. The students of the Pharisees are “amazed”  

(Matthew 22: 22) and they walk away because they don’t know what else to say. 

 

We give everything to God  ~  our commitment, our faith, our love, our loyalty, our devotion and 

then we can freely give any government taxes.  In fact when we do this we lose our resentment and 

our bitterness and our anger about paying taxes. Jesus’ response gives the people then and the people 

today spiritual freedom to put God first in our lives and to still be good citizens of this great country.   

 

Here is a painting by Peter Paul Rubens called “The Tribute Money,” painted around 1600 AD. 

 

You will notice that in the painting Jesus has one hand raised to heaven and the other hand touching 

the coin.  Rubens was a great storyteller.  Look at the men around Jesus. One of the aged apostles is 

beside him.  The other men look confused, or refuse to accept Jesus’ words, or indifferent and turn 

away.  The bald Pharisee looks upon Jesus with disgust.  Jesus is taller than the others and nothing 

frightens him.  He holds his ground.  The man at the back in the turban is Rubens himself.  He is the 

observer and the story teller.   

 

We too can consider the message of Jesus with indifference, confusion, or anger.  We too can walk away.   

 

When we stay focused on the word, on the Lord, we become imitators of Christ and we receive the 

word with joy.  In the words of St. Paul writing to Christians in Thessalonika, we become examples  



 

of God’s grace.  We receive the gospel with hope and with the power of the Holy Spirit. 

 

God blesses us with wisdom as we understand that we give to God what belongs to God.  As all 

humanity is made in the image of God, that covers a lot of ground.  We strive to give God our best.  

When we do this, our decisions become easier and everything we do and say is rooted in the 

knowledge that everything belongs to God.  Everything.  Each other, where we live, what we eat, 

what we wear.  Everything.   

 

“Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s 

and to God the things that are God’s.” 

 

Amen. 

 

Archdeacon Deborah+ 

 


