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Submit to the government, but don’t worship it 

 

15 Then the Pharisees went out and plotted together how to trap him in his words. 16 They sent their disciples to him 
along with the Herodians. “Teacher,” they said, “we know that you are truthful and teach the way of God in accord with 
the truth. You are not concerned about gaining anyone’s approval because you are not swayed by appearances. 17 So 
tell us, what do you think? Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar or not?” 
18 But Jesus knew their evil purpose and said, “Why are you testing me, hypocrites? 19 Show me the coin used for the 
tax.” 

They brought him a denarius. 
20 He asked them, “Whose image and inscription is this?” 
21 “Caesar’s,” they replied to him. 

Then he said to them, “Therefore give to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” 
22 When they heard this, they were amazed. Then they left him and went away. 

—Matthew 22:15-22 

 

I was sitting on a blanket at the Jefferson County Fair in Jefferson, Wisconsin. I don’t remember how old I was. It was 
maybe the late 80’s, and my parents took us children to a concert. A new song was gaining popularity, and I distinctly 
remember the band playing it. It was “God bless the U.S.A.” by Lee Greenwood. My dad had motioned that we should 
stand up as we listened to this song, and the lyrics still resonate with me. 

“From the lakes of Minnesota / To the hills of Tennessee / Across the plains of Texas / From sea to shining sea 
/ From Detroit down to Houston / And New York to L.A. / Well there's pride in every American heart / And it's time 
we stand and say / That I'm proud to be an American / Where at least I know I'm free / And I won't forget the men 
who died / Who gave that right to me / And I'd gladly stand up / Next to you and defend her still today / 'Cause 
there ain't no doubt I love this land / God bless the USA.” 

My family and I drove 5,500 miles a couple weeks ago on vacation. We drove through Texas, Arkansas, Missouri, 
Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Wisconsin, Iowa, Nebraska, Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona. Lee Greenwood’s song came 
to mind as we saw the diversity of those states. We are so blessed to live in the United States of America. “From the 
mountains to the prairies / To the oceans white with foam / God bless America, my home sweet home!” 

Two hundred and fifty years ago today (yesterday), fifty-six men pledged their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred 
honor to a single, radical conviction – that our rights come not from government, but from God. They declared, “We hold 
these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of happiness.” 

And in Martin Luther’s Small Catechism, under the Fourth Petition of the Lord’s Prayer when we pray “Give us today 
our daily bread,” Luther explains what is included in daily bread. “Daily bread includes everything that we need for 
our bodily welfare, such as food and drink, clothing and shoes, house and home, land and cattle, money and 
goods, a godly spouse, godly children, godly workers, godly and faithful leaders, good government, good 
weather, peace and order, health, a good name, good friends, faithful neighbors, and the like.” 

Every good thing that you and I enjoy in life and in particularly what we enjoy in this nation is given to us by the 
gracious hand of our Creator God. 

I believe there is a sense of patriotism as America celebrates 250 years as a nation. We are tremendously blessed to 
be citizens of the United States of America. But there is a caution here. You are a Christian. And Christians are different. 
You live in two kingdoms. And your first allegiance is not to the United States of America. Your Christian citizenship is not 
connected to a political party. Your Christian citizenship is not connected to particular civic activities. Your first allegiance is 
not to any country or flag on earth. No, the apostle Paul reminds us in Philippians 3:20, “Our citizenship is in heaven. 
We are eagerly waiting for a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ.” And since our citizenship is in heaven, our 
first allegiance is to our God.  

So, what do you do when your dual citizenship doesn’t always align? What do you do when you live in two kingdoms 
that don’t always match up? That’s a struggle. We live in two kingdoms. And I say that’s a struggle because sometimes 
we are pulled in two different directions.  
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So, I invite you to struggle today as we listen to Jesus’ teaching. In our Gospel for today, we find a really strange 
circumstance. Two different parties came to Jesus. Matthew tells us that “the Pharisees went out and plotted together 
how to trap [Jesus] in his words.” That’s not so strange. They were constantly looking for ways to discredit Jesus 
before the people. 

What’s strange is that “they sent their disciples to [Jesus] along with the Herodians.” The Pharisees were devout 
Jews who strove to live by the law of Moses. As a result of their piety of faith, they were critical of the Roman oppression, 
especially of the idea of paying taxes to support Caesar. In fact, they considered Caesar to be evil since he considered 
himself to be God. What pious Jew could possible bring himself to support such a blasphemer through their taxes? 

The Herodians, on the other hand, were supporters of Herod. They tended to support Rome from whom Herod gained 
his authority. They were a group of Jews who had compromised their faith and piety to win favors from the governing 
forces. Thus, the Herodians were in favor of paying taxes to Rome. 

So, it’s strange that the Pharisees and the Herodians would join forces against Jesus because these two parties hated 
each other. These two groups, representing both sides in the tension that existed between Rome and Israel, come to 
confront Jesus. And they started by giving some flattering remarks to Jesus. “Teacher, we know that you are truthful 
and teach the way of God in accord with the truth. You are not concerned about gaining anyone’s approval 
because you are not swayed by appearances.” They knew something about Jesus. They knew he was concerned 
about doing God’s will. They knew he wanted to live a life that followed the truth. He wasn’t looking for man’s approval, but 
for God’s approval. Those are true remarks, but they were using those words to set their trap. 

“So tell us, what do you think? Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar or not?” Do you see the trap? If Jesus answered 
“no, it’s not lawful to pay taxes to Caesar,” then the Herodians would report Jesus as a traitor. If Jesus answered “yes, it’s 
lawful to pay taxes to Caesar,” the Pharisees would seek to discredit him among the people as a Roman sympathizer and 
unfaithful to Israel. 

Well, of course, Jesus sees right through their evil purpose. He shows that he isn’t seeking human approval when he 
says, “Why are you testing me, hypocrites?” He wasn’t going to fall for their ploy to trap him.  

Instead, look at what Jesus does. He says, “Show me the coin used for the tax. They brought him a denarius.”  

I don’t have a picture of this coin available to show you today but let me explain what was on it. A denarius was a 
Roman issued coin that bore a portrait of the reigning emperor. He was crowned with a laurel wreath, which signified that 
he considered himself God. The coin also bore the inscription, “Tiberius Caesar, majestic son of the majestic God, 
and High Priest.” He considered himself God and the only source of true religion. 

Can you see why the question of paying taxes to Rome was such a contentious issue at that time? The coin that was 
used to pay the tax not only bore the image of Caesar, but it also claimed him to be divine and that Rome’s religion was 
the only true religion. For the Pharisees, they thought that if they paid taxes, they were acknowledging Caesar as God. 
They believed that would be a denial of their faith. 

Of course, the Herodians, who may not have acknowledged Caesar to be divine, overlooked the inscription, in favor of 
the political benefits that they received from Rome. Even though they may have professed to be children of Israel, they 
adapted to the ways of the world, and in the process, compromised their faith. 

So, look at how Jesus avoids their trap. He asked them, ‘Whose image and inscription is this?’ ‘Caesar’s,’ they 
replied to him. Then he said to them, ‘Therefore give to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things 
that are God’s.’” 

Jesus’ answer acknowledged to the Herodians that we do have obligations to uphold to our worldly governments. But 
he also cut at the heart of the inscription. Don’t you dare call the emperor God. That does not belong to the government. 
There is only one God, and the government isn’t him.  

So, here’s the challenge for you and me. We are Christians who live in two kingdoms. We are citizens of two 
kingdoms. The first part of Jesus’ answer tells us that even as people of faith, who are heirs of the kingdom of God 
through our baptism into Christ’s death and resurrection, we have a responsibility to return to Caesar the things that are 
Caesar’s. In other words, as long as we are citizens of this world, we have a responsibility to the governing authorities of 
our nation, our state, our county and our community. 

And I believe that Jesus means more than simply paying our taxes in support of the various benefits that result from 
living as a citizen of our country. Governments also ask for our allegiance. Governments have the right to establish laws to 
regulate our life as we live in community with one another, and to have the authority to enforce them. The apostle Paul 
writes in Romans 13, “Everyone must submit to the governing authorities. For no authority exists except by God, 
and the authorities that do exist have been established by God…. For this reason you also pay taxes, because 
the authorities are God’s ministers, who are employed to do this very thing. Pay what you owe to all of them: 
taxes to whom taxes are owed, revenue to whom revenue is owed, respect to whom respect is owed, and honor 
to whom honor is owed.” 



We submit to the government. We put ourselves under the government, recognizing that God has given authority and 
power to the government over us. 

On the other hand, as disciples of Christ, who have been redeemed by his death and resurrection, we must also 
acknowledge that we are children of God’s kingdom. And our ultimate allegiance belongs to him. After all, God is the 
source of our very existence. Our Founding Fathers knew that and recognized that. “We are endowed by our Creator 
with certain unalienable rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of happiness.” We owe God our 
very life. And he alone deserves our worship.  

So, if we are to “give to God the things that are God’s,” then we can only conclude that we owe God, and God 
alone, our worship and praise for his gift of creation, for our life and all that sustains it, and his grace that has redeemed 
us and claimed us as his own. 

So, here’s the twist. The Pharisees and Herodians were looking to trap Jesus. But Jesus’ response traps us all. We live 
as citizens of two kingdoms – an earthly kingdom, to which we owe certain allegiances, and a heavenly kingdom, to which 
we owe everything. Jesus’ response doesn’t really settle the dispute between the Herodians and the Pharisees, any more 
than it settles the conflict that each of us encounters as we try to live out our faith today. 

Rather, Jesus invites us into the struggle. He invites us to acknowledge that our government has a right to expect a 
certain allegiance from us, but that we should never allow our government to distort or compromise our faith and 
allegiance to God. Jesus’ answer says, “Give to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s,” but no more than what belongs to 
him. 

You see, there is only one true God. And we worship him. We give him our whole being. Everything is for God’s glory. 
Jesus was “truthful and taught the way of God in accord with the truth.” And as citizens of his kingdom, we are 
called to do the same. 

Over my life span, I have seen our government move away from the moral fabric supported by the Judeo-Christian 
faith. And I have seen, even within the church, this struggle, this tension between our allegiance to the state and our 
allegiance to God being manifest.  

The fact is, as Christians, we are in the midst of this struggle, this tension of living in two kingdoms. I pray that God’s 
Spirit might lead us all to first come to acknowledge that to God belongs our first allegiance. We worship him. But our God 
has also placed a government over us to give us certain blessings. So, submit to the government, but don’t worship it. 
Amen. 


