Sermon 14 September 2025 ‘Give to God what belongs to God.
1 Thessalonians 1:2-7 Matthew 22:15-22

This gospel passage is another example of the nimbleness of Jesus’ mind. Not for the first time, the
Pharisees are trying to catch him out, but he is just too clever for them. But to understand this
exchange, we need to understand the context with regards taxes at that time.

There were, in fact, three regular taxes which a Jew was expected to pay to the Romans. There was a
ground tax, which was one tenth of the grain and one fifth of the oil and wine he produced. There was
income tax, which was one percent of a man’s income. There was a poll tax, which was paid by every
male person from the age of fourteen to the age of sixty-five, and by every female from the age of
twelve to sixty-five. It amounted to one denarius, which is the coin Jesus is referring to in this instance.
It was the equivalent of slightly more than a day’s wage.

The question which the Pharisees asked Jesus set Jesus a very real dilemma. If he said that it was
wrong to pay the tax, they would promptly report him to the Roman officials and he would inevitably
be arrested. If he said that the tax should be paid, he would stand discredited in the eyes of many
people. Not only did the people resent the tax as everyone resents tax, they resented it even more for
religious reasons. To a Jew, God was the only king. To pay tax to an earthly king was to give him validity
and thereby insult God. So whichever way Jeus might answer, so his questioners thought, he would
lay himself open to trouble. But, of course, they hadn’t banked on his wisdom and sharpness.

Jesus asked to see a denarius, which was stamped with the Emperor’s head. In ancient days,
coinage was the sign of kingship. As soon as a king came to the throne, he struck his own coinage and
that coinage was held to be his property. In this case, it was Caesar’s head. ‘Well then, ‘said Jesus,
‘give it back to Caesar, itis his. Give to Caesar what belongs to him, and give to God what belongs to
God.” Matthew 22:21. This was brilliant, and not for the first time, Jesus has out-manoeuvred the
Pharisees.

This exchange is a wonderful example of the teaching of Jesus. One of the reasons why the
teaching of Jesus is timeless and is still relevant today is that he always lays down principles. Here he
lays down a very important one.

As Christians we are called upon to be good citizens. That means we obey the laws of our country
and our society. But we are also citizens of God. Invariably, that probably amounts to the same thing
but | think we can take it a step further than just obeying rules and regulations. It means standing up
for what we know is right, to have the courage of our convictions, conviction which are based on our
beliefs.

Nikita Khruschev was the leader of the Soviet Union in the late 1950s, early 1960s. There was an
occasion when he publicly denounced Stalin at a meeting in the vast Congress Hall. Someone in the
hall is reported to have called out, ‘Where were you, Comrade Khruscheyv, when all these innocent
people were being slaughtered?’ Khruschev paused, looked around the hall and said, ‘Would that man
who said that kindly stand up.’ Tension mounted in the hall. No one moved. Then Khruschev said,
‘Well, whoever you are, you how have your answer. | was in exactly the same position then as you are
now.’

Martin Luther King said, ‘A man dies when he refuses to stand up for that which is right. A man dies
when he refuses to stand up for justice. A man dies when he refuses to take a stand for that which is
true.’

As Christians, it is so important that we always, no matter what the situation is, have the courage to
stand up what we know is right. It’s really all about morality. In the end, morality and religion are
inseparable. The writer, H W Beecher, said, ‘Morality without religion has no roots.” Morality is
important because it determines how we conduct ourselves, the way we relate to one another.

Now, | am going to make a couple of points that | have made before, but | make no apologies for
that. As believers we are asked to care for one another. That’s the simple but all too important maxim
of our religion. The beauty of this guiding principle is that it works both ways. Obviously, the person
being cared for gains, but so also does the carer (heard that before?). Jesus understood so very clearly
what ultimately makes us feel content. He understood what creates an harmonious community. He



understood that people, relationships, are the most important factors in ensuring happiness and
feelings of self-worth. Bishop Ross touched on this at our consecration service. Jesus understood that
in caring for others, doing something for others, we bring together these strands. He understood that
in doing something for others, we feel good. Let me illustrate with a story.

Dr Grenfell was a dedicated physician who worked in a place called Labrador in the bleak north-east
of Canada. He usually invited co-workers to his mission work in the manner of one inviting another on
a fishing trip — no money in it, but you’ll have a great time. Once he came with a request for help to one
of the head nurses in the famous John Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore. He said to her, ‘If you want to
have the time of your life, come with me and run a hospital next summer for the orphans of the north
land. There will not be a cent of money in it for you, and you’ll have to pay your own expenses, but | will
guarantee that you will feel a love for life you have never experienced. It’s having the time of one’s life
to be in the service of Christ.

She went, and when she came back, she wrote, ‘| never knew before that life was good for anything
but what one could get out of it. Now | know that the real fun lies in seeing how much one can putinto
life for others.” You have heard the quote before from Winston Churchill: ‘We make a living by what we
get, but we make a life by what we give.” Author Flora Edwards put it very well when she wrote, ‘In
helping others, we shall help ourselves, for whatever good we give out completes the circle and
comes back to ourselves.’

| go back to what Jesus tells the Pharisees in our gospel reading: ‘Give to God what belongs to God.’
Matthew 22:21. This can be taken in two ways. It can mean, of course, that we need to give a portion of
our financial chattels to God, and there is no doubt that it was a financial context in which Jesus made
this comment. However, it can equally be taken to mean that we should obey the will of God. And that
means, as we have recently explored, to make sacrifices on behalf of others. This is the context in
which we view and digest this command from Jesus.

Paul understood this in his praise of the Thessalonians in our first reading. ‘As we pray to our God
and Father about you, we think of your faithful work, your loving deeds.”’ 1Thessalonians 1:3. He
praises their faith which has been manifested in their good work.

In the end, everything we do should be underpinned by our faith; everything we do should be
shaped and determined by God’s will. May God find favour in us as we give to him what belongs to him
—obedience to his will in the service to others. Not only will God find favour in us, but we will find our
sense of purpose and well-being. As Albert Schweitzer said, ‘I don’t know what your destiny will be, but
one thing | do know: the only ones among you who will be really happy are those who have sought and
found how to serve others.’



