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A Homily by   “Loyalty to God’s ways has freed us.”
The Rev’d Jo Popham           Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost

October 16, 2011
Matthew 22:15-22

First I would like to welcome our brothers and sisters from three provinces – Alberta,

Saskatchewan, and Manitoba – who are members and executives of the United Empire

Loyalists. When I first read the Gospel lesson for today, I thought, oh, my, where will the

Holy Spirit lead me to go with: “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” I want

to make it clear that I do not choose the readings for Sunday mornings. We in the

Anglican Church of Canada, as well as the Church of England, the Episcopal Church of

the USA, and many around the world use the revised common lectionary. This lectionary

is put together by learned Biblical scholars and noted theologians who know much more

than I about such things. We follow a three year cycle, and so every three years this will

be our Gospel readings. So, there is no malice in the choice of today’s Gospel.

On the other hand, there was malice in the hearts of the Pharisees and the Herodians

who asked Jesus this pointed question: “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?”

As we know the Pharisees were a very devout ancient Jewish group that followed the oral

law in Torah. They interpreted the law found in the Pentateuch – the first five books of

the Hebrew Bible – and set up purity laws that governed them day to day. And they

attempted to live in a constant state of purity. Now we think of Pharisees as self-righteous

and even hypocritical with regard to adherence to the rules and formalities they set up for

themselves. But we need to put everything into context. We need to remember why they

first made household purity laws for themselves. Many many centuries before the

Romans were in control of their homeland, the Jews were overrun by the Babylonians. In

exile they told the stories of the Torah orally, and they argued the meaning of small and

not-so-small points of Jewish law. And the rules they came up with to live in accordance

with God’s law were what formed their identity. To let go of any of their laws was to be
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lost in a foreign land without any sense of self. Their rules were strict and became more

and more strict. When they were allowed to go back to what we now call Israel to rebuild

the Temple, their identity became tied to God’s house once again. But they still held onto

the purity laws for their households. So when the Romans occupied their home, the

Pharisees kept to themselves, for the most part. There were other Jewish sects like the

Sadducees made up of mostly the aristocracy, and the Essenes, who lived communally in

self-imposed poverty and abstained from worldly pleasures altogether, including

marriage – obviously this sect was short lived.

These Jewish sects are not to be confused with the Sanhedrin, who were the high

priests or judges appointed by the Romans to administer justice in their stead. Above

everything the Romans treasured order, and the Jewish high priests that made up the

Sanhedrin were very much in collusion with the Roman authorities. There was a fourth

Jewish sect called the Zealots who were Pharisaic in their beliefs but became more active

in their violent opposition to Herod’s rule. Indeed it was the Zealots who led the revolt

against Herod that resulted in the fall of the second Temple in 70 A.D.

One thing that all the Jewish sects of the 1st century had in common was monotheism

– the belief in one true God. So it was an unlikely coalition between the Pharisees and the

Herodians who were supporters of the Roman king Herod. The only possible force

uniting the Pharisees and the Herodians was their desire to get rid of Jesus.

The scene is still in the Temple. The Pharisees had been questioning Jesus, trying to

find fault with his answers. They knew that Jesus was trained in Torah. But so far in

Matthew’s accounts Jesus has turned every question on its head and made the Pharisees

take note of their own inadequacies. And so Pharisees and the Herodians appeared to

respect Jesus. They feigned sincerely and ask: “Should we pay the annual poll tax to

Rome? Should we or not?” This was a question of conscience to the Pharisees and a not-

so-clever strategy for the Herodians. There had been a great debate among all the Jewish
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sects as to whether they should pay taxes to the Emperor. Yet, there was a difference of

opinion between all the Jews, with the Zealots at one extreme who claimed that God’s

people should not be subject to the Romans – the pagan Gentiles. Jesus saw through their

deception and called them hypocrites. In the Greek the word means “actors,” and indeed

they were pretending to respect him all the while trying to discredit him. Jesus knew that

if he said “yes” then the Zealots and the other Jews who were hostile to Rome would turn

against him. If he said “no” he could be arrested for inciting a rebellion against Rome.

Jesus asked to see a denarius, for only Roman currency could be used for paying Roman

taxes. Then he calmly said: “Give …to the emperor the things that are the emperor's, and

to God the things that are God's.”

Now the Greek word that we translate as give in Jesus’s answer really means give

back or repay. The 1st century Jews knew – and we 21st century Christians know – that all

we have is given to us by God and it is natural to want to give back to God what is

already God’s. But it was the emperor’s face that appeared on the coin that the Pharisees

and Herodians produced. So they people could rightly give that back to the head of the

Roman Empire what was his. So that issue was settled by Jesus’s answer. But when they

turned the coin over to look at the other side of a denarius they saw the inscription

Tiberius Caesar, son of the divine Augustus, great high priest. This claim of the

Emperor’s divinity was a slap in the face of all Jews who believed in the one true God.

What Jew would want to carry that false message in their purse? God’s domain was and

is greater than any ruler.

In answering the question “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” Jesus

taught the complete, unqualified, and unrivaled allegiance that God demands which no

human institution can restrict or diminish. This loyalty to God – as taught by his son

Jesus the Christ – is what frees us to serve and celebrate institutions such as nation or

country or province or state without idolizing them. Such institutions then may be a
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means of blessing and occasions of responsibility rather than powers bearing down on us

with the right to demand that we place their interests above all others, even above God. In

the context of Jesus’s time this was liberating to the Jews who had lived in captivity

under the Babylonians and then under the tyranny of the Romans.

May we too embrace the freedom bought for us by our Savior Jesus Christ into our

21st minds and hearts.

Lord, may it be so.

Amen.


