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There are certain well-known lines from speeches, literature, or common life that  if 
I were to give you the first part of them, that I expect you could say the second part.  Let’s 
see how you do.  “Ask not what your country can do for you; (ask what you can do for your 
country).”  John F. Kennedy in his inaugural address.  “Mr. Gorbachev, (tear down this wall).”  
Ronald Reagan speaking in Berlin. 1 This close to elections, I want the quotes to be bi-
partisan.  “That’s one small step for a man, (one giant leap for mankind).”  Neil Armstrong in 
the first words uttered from the moon’s surface. 2 Let’s try literature.  “How do I love thee? 
(Let me count the ways).”  Poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning. 3  “To be (or not to be).”  
William Shakespeare’s character Hamlet. 4 This next one is not literature, but let’s try it 
anyway: “Liar, liar, (pants on fire).”  Said by many of us when we were five or six years old. 
One more: “Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s, (and unto God the 
things that are God’s).”  That is one of the better known of Jesus’ sayings, this time in the 
King James Version.  In each of the two part lines we’ve been saying, the powerful part of 
the saying comes second.  But in the case of this saying, we sometimes end up focusing on 
the first part.  That’s understandable - the original question was whether it was right to pay 
taxes to the Roman emperor.  It was a frequent  practice in Hebrew society to ask religious 
and community leaders questions in an exercise to get them to explore what was right and 
wrong.  But this particular question, looking for either a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’, was set up as a trap, 
with either answer bound to damage Jesus in some way.  The very taxes being asked about 
helped to pay for the Roman military occupation that was oppressing the Hebrew people, 
so if Jesus simply said it was right to pay those taxes, he would lose the support of most of 
his followers.  If he were to say it was not right to do so, then the Romans would arrest him 
as an insurrectionist.   

The question was not really asked in a search for what was right, but was an attempt 
to do Jesus wrong.  This was because Jesus was a troubling presence for them, pointing out 
inconsistencies between what various religious leaders said and what they did.  After they 
had asked about the taxes, Jesus in essence said, “Show me the money.”  He asked them to 
show him the coin with which the tax was paid.  One of them readily pulled out a denarius, 
a coin with the image of Caesar on it that referred to him as a god.  It would have been a bit 
embarrassing that they were carrying something on it with what could be considered a 
graven image to a human who claimed to be a god.  Jesus asks them whose image was on 
the coin.  They replied that it was the emperor’s.  Then Jesus says to give him what is his 
and to give God what belongs to God.  They were amazed that he had escaped their trap, 
and they retreat from him for a bit.  But let’s focus a bit more on the power of the second 
part of the saying.   

Some hear this two-part answer and suggest that there is a realm which belongs to 
whatever government is in control and there is a separate realm that has to do with that 
which is Godly.  The Roman emperors did think of themselves as rulers of the whole world.  
But Jesus is talking about nothing more than a coin with the emperor’s image on it as that 
which belongs to the emperor.  All that territory he claims to be his?  All that authority that 
claims it can tell people to bow to the emperor?  No, those things don’t belong to him.  Give 
that coin to him, Jesus says, but give to God what is God’s.   

 



The two part line does challenge what may be our tendency to split things three 
ways.  We may compartmentalize life, with part seemingly belonging to the government, 
and then we set apart a portion of our life for God, and then the rest we might think of as 
belonging to us.  I’ve heard of people who figure out how many days per year of their 
working life is dedicated to what they pay in taxes and then the rest is viewed as working 
for themselves.  I’ve heard of people who say part of Sunday morning belongs to God, but 
the rest belongs to me.  But Jesus not only challenged the authority of religious leaders of 
his day, he challenges the authority of how we tend to compartmentalize our lives.   

What belongs to God?  The psalmist would say that the earth is the Lord’s and all 
that is in it.  The question had been whose image was on the Roman coin.  The question 
Jesus implies is whose image is on humanity.  The answer offered in the Book of Genesis is 
that all of us are made in the image of God.  So among the things that belong to God are you 
and me.  Yes, we pay taxes to our government, taxes that are used much more to our benefit 
than were the taxes the Hebrews paid to the Romans.  But the other side of the saying refers 
to much more than simply giving of our Sunday mornings along with our tithes and 
offerings unto God.  For we ourselves belong to God.  The person who received the offering 
plate during worship, placed it on the floor, and then stepped into it, placing his whole self 
in the offering plate was looking to express just that.  Jesus calls us to give our hearts, our 
energy, our time, our devotion to God.   

I have already been enriched by what the Stewardship Team has chosen as our 
theme for the campaign, “Devotion, Dedication, Delight.”  It starts with God being devoted to 
us and then we have opportunity to express our devotion for God.  What was paid to the 
Roman emperor was done so with great reluctance.    They grudgingly paid their taxes 
because they were forced to do so.  But what we are to give to God can be done with quite a 
different mindset.  When we recognize God’s deep devotion demonstrated in the beautiful 
balance set up in creation, along with God’s own coming to humanity in the person of Jesus 
Christ, with a willingness to die to show divine love, then I hope we are inspired to a 
deepening devotion we would express.  Out of love for God, we willingly give of ourselves.  
As our visual on the front of our bulletins shows, we lift up our hands and our hearts unto 
God.  This giving does not have to be forced.  This love does not have to be coerced.  We 
don’t have to give out of obligation.  Part of the reason we give of our time, energy, and 
resources is out of devotion for God.  How we live our lives and what we give our time, 
energy, resources, and passion to can be one big lie.  However, we don’t need to live with 
our pants on fire – we need to have our hearts on fire.   

Jesus says we are to give to the earthly authorities that which is theirs, which isn’t 
really very much.  But the power of his statement lies in the second part of the line – we are 
to give to God all that belongs to God.  Such an act can put our whole lifetime into focus.  It 
can set our hearts on fire, and that’s no lie.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.       
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