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Deitrich Bonhoeffer once said that ‘The Believer must live a secular life and thereby share in God’s 

sufferings.’ I think that is something about living in this world as it is - while longing for and praying 

for the world as it should be. 

 

Now - living in the world as it is, is always going to mean a measure of compromise, a number of 

issues that are unclear, a few matters left unresolved as we live in this tension between what is now 

- and what is not yet. That is the model of the Christian life hinted at - I believe - in today’s gospel 

reading. 

 

The reading begins with a rather odd mixture of people, Pharisees and Herodians, and what unites  

these otherwise opposed groups is a desire to destroy the credibility of Jesus. So they arrive at the 

place where Jesus is teaching and then - almost like a lynch-mob - they push their way to the front. 

‘Teacher’ they call out, and the crowd fall silent. ‘Teacher, we know that you are sincere, and teach 

the way of God in accordance with truth,’ And, with a gesture towards the crowds, they add ‘you 

show deference to no one; for you do not regard people with partiality. Tell us, then, what you think. 

Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?’  

 

Jesus was trapped: if he said ‘no’ then the Herodians would tell the authorities that he was inciting 

civil disobedience. He’d be tried and probably executed. But, if he said ‘yes’, then the crowd who’ve 

seen enough of Roman rule - who’ve seen their wealth stripped and shipped off to Rome and who 

are desperate for someone to take a stand are going to feel really let down. They are going to feel 

betrayed when they hear this popular figure - one on whom they’d pinned their hopes - advocate 

falling in line with the authorities saying that, when in Jerusalem, you should do as the Romans do. 

So what Jesus does is he asks for a coin. It has Caesar’s head on it - and he adds, rather enigmatically, 

‘Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are 

God’s.’ 

 

The first thing Jesus does is ask for a coin and then someone - possibly a Pharisee - hands him one. 

And the coin has Caesar’s face on it and an inscription which says words to the effect that Caesar is 

God. Now this was so offensive to the Jews (breaking the first of the ten commandments) that to 

even be in such possession of such a coin was tantamount to trafficking in graven images. If it was a 

Pharisee who was found to have such a coin then Jesus will have revealed the hypocrisy of those 

who were giving a false impression of religious purity. 

 

But what does Jesus actually mean by ‘Give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to 

God the things that are God’s.’? 

 

Some might also look to this answer as a rallying cry - a call to revolt. You see, since the Maccabean 

conflict, Jews believed that they would be avenged. That they would see that the state was paid 

back for all the devastation and destruction it had caused. Render - pay back - to Caesar that which is 

Caesar’s could mean that now is the time to seek your revenge. It could mean that but I doubt it. 

It could have been an oblique reference to Psalm 24 which says that the Earth is the Lord’s and 

everything in it. Render to God that which is God’s may mean to give him everything because there 

is nothing in this world that is not God’s. In our words of offertory we say: ‘All things come from you 

and of your own do we give you.’ But where does that leave Caesar? Does he get anything? 
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I’ve struggled with this passage for many years and I am probably no nearer finding an answer 

except to say that Jesus was ambiguous. That he didn’t say YES and he didn’t say NO. He left it up to 

us to work it out for ourselves. 

 

We know that the Pharisees had got it wrong. They believed that you were better off withdrawing 

from the world because - that way - you wouldn’t be compromised. But they were compromised. 

Even having withdrawn, they failed to maintain the religious purity that they sought to preserve. 

God doesn’t call us to be separate from this world. He calls us to be salt and light. You have to live 

the Christian life in the world; not in some artificial ghetto where your beliefs are never challenged. 

That is not God’s way. God’s way - is to engage with the world. God did not choose to stay separate 

rom the world he created. He entered it. He experienced its cruelty. He felt its pain. That is God’s 

way. God took our flesh. Jesus was God incarnate - in flesh - and he shared the dirt and the dross 

and the depths of our nature. 

 

And Jesus calls us (actually all of us) to live out our Christian life in this world even though - 

sometimes - our high ideals may be compromised by the realities of day-to-day life. He calls us to 

live in a world that is not yet the Kingdom of God at a time in which his will is not yet done one Earth 

as it is in Heaven. But - despite things not yet being as they should be - we are called to live out our 

faith with integrity and honesty; not believing ourselves to be anything other than we are. 

We are called to live out our faith in the world so that the world witnesses our struggle to relate 

what we believe to the way we live our lives. 

 

Hypocrisy - such as that of the Pharisees - has done more to damage the credibility of the church 

than any honest and open failure to meet the ideals we believe in. 

 

If people could see our struggle… if we allow ourselves to be vulnerable rather than give the 

impression that we’ve got all the answers, then - perhaps - people might be more attracted to the 

faith we’re struggling to live out and - maybe - they might learn something about God. 

 

You see, it’s not just about paying our taxes: It’s about how to live a life that is faithful to God in a 

world that barely knows him. It’s about us refusing to keep our faith in a box that we unpack for an 

hour every Sunday but trying to relate it to the whole of our lives and then struggling to put it all 

together. It’s about us living a secular life and thereby sharing in God’s sufferings. 

 

Because - at the end of the day - the image you bear (the image imprinted in you) is not Caesar’s – 

but God’s. You bear God’s image. You belong to God and you are called to live your life for him in 

this world. 

 
 
 
 
 


