
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sermon Notes 

Exodus 33.12-23; Psalm 99 

1 Thessalonians 1.1-10; Matthew 22.15-22 
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Exodus 33.12-23 follows the account of Moses shattering the tablets of stone as he 

witnesses people reverencing a golden calf. The absence of Moses, the remoteness of God 

and the desire for something tangible led the people to create a graven image. God then 

orders the people to leave Sinai and continue on their journey to the promised land but he 

tells them that they are a ‘stiff-necked people’ and warns them that, on account of their 

sinfulness, He will no longer go with them. Moses then intervenes and persuades God that 

the distinctiveness of Israel among the nations depends upon His being with them. God 

eventually concedes and declares, ‘My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.’ As 

one writer notes, ‘Once more, when justice and compassion clash within the heart of 

Yahweh, compassion prevails.’ The reading ends with the account of God showing his ‘back’ 

to Moses. This may serve as a reminder that, while we may sometimes struggle to see God 

at work, we can often see where he has been.  

 

Psalm 99 continues to explore the interaction between God and His people. It begins with 

a thundering celebration of God’s rule and His relentless commitment to justice and 

righteousness. It then makes a transition from liturgical praise to historic recollection as the 

psalmist celebrates the three great intercessors, Moses, Aaron and Samuel, who cried out 

to God when Israel was in need. 

 

Paul in 1 Thessalonians 1.1-10 begins with an extended thanksgiving before rehearsing 

how Paul and his companions evangelised the Thessalonians. Firstly, Paul shared the gospel 

with them (‘not in word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full 

conviction’). The Thessalonians then became imitators of Paul and his companions; inspired 

by their joy in the face of persecution. Paul’s model of evangelism was not one of 

proclaiming the gospel to a passive audience for he talks of the ‘kind of people we proved to 

be among you for your sake’ which implies that Paul and his companions were changed by 

their relationship with the Thessalonians. This vulnerability and openness hints at a model of 

evangelism that is founded upon a deep involvement with people and a readiness to be 

converted as one seeks the conversion of others.  

 

The Gospel reading from Matthew 22.15-22 returns to the theme of how we try and live 

lives that are faithful to God. The odd alliance of Pharisees and Herodians ask Jesus, ‘Is it 

lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?’ In the volatile atmosphere of Roman occupied 

Palestine, it is perhaps unsurprising that Jesus is asked about paying tribute money to 

Caesar. It is reckoned that the coin is a denarius that, on one side, had the words ‘Pontif 

Maxim’ meaning High Priest and, on the other side, the words ‘Ti Caesar Divi Filii Augustus’ 

that means Caesar the son of the divine Augustus. For many devout Jews, even possessing a 

coin like this amounted to agreeing with the claims that Caesar was both the High Priest 

and also divine and therefore represented a fundamental betrayal of their religion. Jesus was 
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asked this question at a time when the zealot Judas the Galilean had already argued that it 

was sacrilegious and immoral to pay taxes to Caesar. Jesus’ answer to the question will have 

neither satisfied the revolutionaries (who were tired of being subject to Roman rule) nor 

given to Jesus’ enemies any evidence of sedition by which they could have reported him to 

the authorities.  


