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“Ben Franklin Theology” / Matthew 22:15-22  

This is a most important passage in Scripture.  This event is in all three synoptic gospels (Mark 12:13-
17, Luke 20:20-26), and the accounts are essentially identical.  To provide some context, we are in 
Holy Week; Jesus has had his triumphal entry into Jerusalem; he has entered the Temple, and has 
thrown out the moneychangers, turning over the tables and using a whip.  This has obviously upset the 
religious authorities, and they question his authority.  In response, Jesus tells three parables: 

 

The parable of the two sons (one who said he would work and did not, the other who said he would 
not but did) 

 

The parable of the wicked tenants 

 

The parable of the wedding banquet, which we looked at last week   

His closing words, Matthew 22:14, “”For many are called, but few are chosen.”  All this is taking place 
in the Temple courts during Holy Week – not our Holy Week, but the week leading up to the most 
holy of Jewish events, the Passover.  Imagine the crowds, the hustle and bustle, and here come some 
leaders up to Jesus…   

Matthew 22:15-22: Then the Pharisees went and plotted to entrap him in what he said.  16 So they sent 
their disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, "Teacher, we know that you are sincere, and 
teach the way of God in accordance with truth, and show deference to no one; for you do not regard 
people with partiality.  17 Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?"  
18 But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, "Why are you putting me to the test, you hypocrites?  19 Show 
me the coin used for the tax." And they brought him a denarius.  20 Then he said to them, "Whose head 
is this, and whose title?"  21 They answered, "The emperor's." Then he said to them, "Give therefore to 
the emperor the things that are the emperor's, and to God the things that are God's."  22 When they 
heard this, they were amazed; and they left him and went away.  

Notice the people are who are trying to trap Jesus.  The Pharisees and the Herodians – they were bitter 
enemies, but they were united in their plans to undermine Jesus.  The Pharisees were the religious 
leaders, and they hated the Roman oppression, but because the Romans kept them in power, they put 
up with it. Unlike most of the Jews, the Herodians were supporters of the reigning family of Herod and 
the Romans.  Strange bedfellows indeed.    

Again, this is no mere inquiry into proper religious attitudes and behaviors.  The Greek tells us they 
were trying to ensnare or entrap Jesus. The tax mentioned here is the poll tax – it was a most 
unpleasant tax.  As our two Presidential candidates have pointed out, no one likes taxes. Every Jew had 
to pay three kinds of taxes to Rome. 

 

The ground tax, 10% of the grain, 5% of the oil and wine – this was paid partly in kind and partly 
in cash 

 

The income tax, 1% of a person’s income 

 

The poll tax, which everyone 14 and over had to pay; it amounted to one denarius, which was also 
called a tribute coin, because it had Caesar’s image on it.  To make things worse, Caesar 
considered himself a God, and these Jews had to pay a tax to an oppressor with a graven image of a 
pagan God on the coin!  

The question puts Jesus in a real dilemma. “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” 
Essentially, it could be paraphrased, “Does it accord with Torah to pay tax to Caesar or not?” 
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Remember, the two most important things in the life of a Jew were family, or inheritance, and land.  
The land was given to the Israelites by God, and belonged to God.  Caesar was the usurper of the land, 
so was it lawful to pay a tax to an unlawful, pagan usurper or not?  Notice that the question ends in “or 
not” – it is a so-called closed-ended question – Jesus would not be able to wax philosophical, or 
anything like that.   

If he answers no, the Pharisees and Herodians would report him to the authorities for seditious 
behavior. If he answers yes, he would stand discredited in the eyes of the people. And remember, he is 
standing in the temple courts in front of all these folks! Kind of like being on national television!   

Does Jesus fall into their trap?  Notice also the flattering words they heap on Jesus – perhaps he will 
respond out of personal vanity. Notice that Jesus does not begin to present a synopsis on the legal 
niceties of the case.    

“Why are you putting me to the test, you hypocrites?  Show me the coin used for the tax.” And they 
brought him a denarius. Notice also that Jesus does not have the coin on him. Maybe it was because his 
group had a common purse – remember Judas was the one who carried the money. More likely, he 
used his divine ability to think strategically, to ask his questioners to produce the coin. Remember – 
the very topic of conversation was this tribute coin, the one with a graven image of this self-proclaimed 
God, Caesar. This coin was used to pay a tax, essentially a tax on one’s right to exist.   

In A.D. 6, there was a short-lived rebellion over this tax, which the Romans crushed. It was a small 
amount, but a hated burden. The folks trying to trap him had the despised coin on their persons! The 
religious leaders could rail against a pagan God on the coin, but they had no qualms about using the 
coin for their personal business.   

“Whose head is this, and whose title?” In our NRSV, they respond, “The Emperor’s.  Interestingly 
enough, in the Greek, they say, Caesar’s.  In the Greek, it’s genitive, which is the possessive.  The coin 
belongs to Caesar.    

“Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor's, and to God the things that are God's.” 
First, we have another of those pesky conjugations, “therefore.” Jesus is saying, “Well, then…”  Once 
again, we look to the original language: give; pay, render; give back, repay, return.  Well, then, if it 
belongs to Caesar, then give it back to him!  

Then we come to the second half of his response.  Even though it’s the second half it’s much more 
important. “…and (give) to God the things that are God's.” When they heard this, they were amazed; 
and they left him and went away.  Just a question – how many times in Scripture are folks simply 
amazed at Jesus’ teachings, and rendered speechless, then walk away?    

I know we are supposed to be speechless, but I have more to say! Here is a famous quote: “Certainty? 
In this world nothing is certain but death and taxes.”  How many think Will Rogers said this?  Sorry, 
but it was Ben Franklin.  In this world, we can count on two things – death and taxes.  In our reading 
for today, Jesus has given the correct principle to follow. In the case of the coin, and in the case of our 
own coinage, the money belongs to Caesar, so we might as well give it back in taxes. But who allowed 
Caesar (or George, or Barack, or John) to be there in the first place?  That’s right, God!   
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Romans 13:1: Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for there is no authority except 
from God, and those authorities that exist have been instituted by God.   

Romans 13:5-7: Therefore one must be subject, not only because of wrath but also because of 
conscience.  6 For the same reason you also pay taxes, for the authorities are God's servants, busy with 
this very thing.  7 Pay to all what is due them – taxes to whom taxes are due, revenue to whom revenue 
is due, respect to whom respect is due, honor to whom honor is due.  

Many Christians have refused to pay taxes, saying that government is pagan, and not Christian.  I don’t 
want to make this too complicated, but we are under civil authority, so we need to obey that same 
authority.  We receive benefits from these civil authorities, and we have to pay for them.   

I think it’s very interesting, that the lectionary reading was this, given that we are in the middle of an 
election.  I know many of us are tired of all the campaigning, and certainly all the negative ads. How 
can one issue have two bad sides?  Often, when opposing sides speak about the same thing, it’s so 
opposite!  I know it’s an imperfect system, but the message is this – no matter what happens, God is in 
control, and God knows how it will turn out. And remember, the money in our pockets came from the 
government, so when the civil authorities ask us to give it back, we have to do so!  

The second point is this, which is the second half of Jesus’ sentence: “And give to God what is God’s.” 
Coins are one thing – the collector of those coins receives his authority from God.  God is the most 
important thing of all – in all, and over all. Everything else, we have received from God, and we are to 
give back to God. Our worship, our allegiance, our very lives; and our money!  

Many of you were in adult Sunday school this past summer when Todd Houston talked about the 
Declaration of Barmen, written in the 1930’s in Germany.  In this case, the civil authorities were evil, 
and some folks resisted.  We are not to that point, not by a long shot.  Also, there are enough God-
given checks and balances in our own system.    

As Jesus said, we are in the world, but we are not of the world.  We are to be obedient citizens, and 
give George’s money back when he asks for it. But everything else belongs to God, and it goes back to 
him.    

Getting back to what Ben Franklin said – just a brief comment on the other thing we can count on – 
death.  God gives us life, God gives us our families, God gives us this great church, God gives us 
everything! And where does our everything go when we die – back to God!  When we think about it, 
shouldn’t this change our view of things?  Should it change our view of how we manage our lives?  

One final note, then I’m done – death and taxes, taxes and death.  I recall an talking to an insurance 
person when I was first married, about a will.  He said, “When you die, if you don’t have a will, the 
government will provide you with one.”  Uncle Sam will take care of our final installment on our tax 
bill when we die.    

And what about God when you die?  Ready for that?  Think the amount you will owe to the 
government is big when you die?  What do you think your debt to God will be?  Ready to pay, or are 
you ready to have Christ pick up the tab?  Death and taxes. We know where our taxes go – Ben 
Franklin was right – but Christ will take care of everything else…  


