
What do we owe to Caesar? 

Matthew 22:15-22

The task and responsibility of the Christian with respect to the government is 

summed up by Jesus in his discussion with the disciples of the Pharisees and 

the Herodians concerning whether or not it was right for the Jews to pay taxes 

to Caesar. There has been considerable confusion generated by the failure to 

understand this passage correctly, and Christians have often taken it to mean 

that there are two distinct realms in which we have totally unrelated loyalties: 

that which we owe to Caesar, and that which we owe to God. These loyalties 

have been seen to be independent of each other, so that as long as we give 

to Caesar what is Caesar's, and to God what is God's, and as long as neither 

the government nor our Christian faith  demands of  us something which is 

properly  owed to  the  other,  then  there  is  no  difficulty  in  respecting  these 

independent and completely different loyalties. But this is in fact a mistaken 

approach to interpreting this passage. The loyalties which Jesus speaks of 

here do not belong to two independent realms, but are intrinsically related to 

each other. In order to understand what he is saying, we need to examine the 

context and the content of this discussion.

Matthew 22:15-22 tells us that the Pharisees were attempting to trap Jesus. 

They  were  hostile  to  him  because  his  teaching  was  in  conflict  with  their  

understanding of the requirements of the Law of God. He was challenging 

their  authority  as  teachers  of  the  people,  and  had  humiliated  them  on  a 

number of occasions by demonstrating their inability to understand what God 

had actually laid down in the law. The Herodians were supporters of  King 

Herod,  an unscrupulous and corrupt man,  who needed the backing of  the 

Romans to stay in power. Thus his supporters accepted the Romans as their  

masters.  The  Herodians  also  resented  Jesus,  not  only  because  he  had 

insulted Herod and supported John the Baptist who had condemned Herod's 

adulterous  marriage,  but  because  he  challenged  the  delicate  balance  of 

power in Palestine. The Pharisees depended on the maintenance of peace by 

the Romans so that they could continue to live their lives in quietness, and 

while  resenting the  Roman rule,  had determined  to  make the  best  of  the 
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situation as long as they were free to carry out the observance of the law as  

they saw fit. Anything which compromised their somewhat uneasy relationship 

with the  Romans they saw as a threat.  They wished to  keep the  delicate 

situation stable by getting rid of this trouble-maker who was calling the people 

to live by a different vision for life. Jesus was challenging this, and potentially 

upsetting the Romans by preaching the coming of a different kingdom, one 

which owed no allegiance to the Romans at all. Thus they set out to trap him,  

and to have him punished by the Romans for sedition.

They  came  to  Jesus  with  flattery  and  smooth  talking,  hoping  to  win  his 

confidence and to put him off guard, so that he would carelessly slip into the 

trap which they were laying. They came with the impression of seeking his 

opinion concerning one of the more contentious issues in Jewish life: was it 

right to pay taxes to Caesar or not?

Now the trap they laid was that whichever answer Jesus gave, yes or no, laid  

him open to danger. If he answered yes, then the people who looked up to 

him as the Messiah, the one who would deliver them from Roman oppression, 

the  one  who  would  inaugurate  the  new  kingdom  and  restore  Jewish 

independence,  would  either  turn  on  him  in  rage  because  of  their 

disappointment and sense of betrayal, or else abandon him in disgust so that  

he would have no followers worth speaking of, and would disappear into the 

mists of history like so many other pretenders. He also risked the hostility of 

the Zealots, who felt  that the only good Roman was a dead Roman. They 

were  prepared  to  die  to  evict  the  Romans  from  Palestine,  and  in  two 

rebellions in AD 70 and AD 135 they did just that, dying in the hundreds of  

thousands in a futile attempt to win independence. For Jesus to say that it 

was right to pay taxes to Caesar implied that Caesar had a legitimate rule 

over the Jews. 

But if Jesus said no, it was not right to pay taxes to Caesar, then the Romans 

would arrest him for sedition. 

What then to do? How should Jesus answer in order to avoid stepping into  

this trap? There was no way he could avoid answering or seek to escape from 
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the  situation:  he  would  simply  be  presented  with  the  question  again  and 

again, until he was finally forced to choose between two totally unacceptable 

alternatives. 

Jesus then turned the tables on his questioners in a very simple way. He 

asked them to show him the coin which was used to pay the taxes. This was 

not the coinage in common use among the Jews, since it had in its inscription 

Caesar's  claim  to  divinity,  something  which  of  course  the  Jews  found 

offensive. They used another set of coins for daily use, and so those present  

at this discussion did not have one with them: they had to send someone to 

get one for Jesus. When they brought back the coin, Jesus asked, whose 

portrait and inscription is on this coin? 

Now  the  fact  that  the  Jews  actually  had  this  coin  in  use  among  them 

demonstrates a very simple point, one which Jesus is making use of in his 

answer. By accepting the use of Roman imperial coins, the Jews had shown 

their acceptance of imperial rule, since the value of a coin depends on the 

legitimacy of a political system which authorises its use. The Jews were using 

coins with Caesar's image and inscription on them, and had therefore tacitly 

accepted his rule regardless of their resentment towards the Romans, since 

the power of Caesar extends to wherever his coins are in use. This principle 

then means that if we accept the benefits conferred by a state, then we have 

an  obligation  to  accept  the  responsibilities  it  imposes  on  us.  Jesus  thus 

rejected the dilemma the Zealots felt, since they objected to paying taxes to 

Caesar, believing that they owed taxes only to God.

But Jesus was not stating that Caesar had the right to impose the taxes he 

did. He was acknowledging merely the  fact of Roman rule in Palestine, as 

indicated by the use of his coins by the Jews. He did not grant legitimacy to 

Caesar's rule over Palestine, and so avoided enraging the Zealots and other 

nationalist groups. Neither did he deny that Caesar had a right to levy taxes  

on the Jews, since they had accepted the benefits of Roman rule, regardless 

of whether or not that rule was legitimate. The Jews could not condemn Jesus 

for what they had themselves accepted, willingly or otherwise, and he did not 

play  into  their  political  games,  calling  them  instead  to  a  higher  vision  for 
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political life, one which challenged their acceptance of the legitimacy of the 

dilemma. There were not only two options open to them: the acceptance of 

Roman rule by the Pharisees and Herodians, or the revolutionary fervour of  

the Zealots who wished to expell the Romans from Palestine. Instead, Jesus 

laid down a principle which applies to all political situations, and not simply the 

one which the Jews faced at that time.

By his instruction that we are to give to Caesar what is Caesar's and to God 

what is God's, he indicated both that there is a legitimate political authority, 

and that God has certain claims on our lives. Not only that, he expressed this 

in  such  a  way  as  to  indicate  that  while  political  authorities  have  definite  

authority over us, there are also clear limits to that authority. We must give to 

God what is God's, and the honour and obedience due only to God may not  

be given to the emperor. In this connection Jesus is clearly referring to the 

divine status claimed by the emperor, as seen in the inscription on the coin. 

He did not  dispute his right to  levy taxes,  but  he did  dispute his claim to  

divinity, and thus implicitly limited his authority to what is right for him to do. 

But Jesus is not here setting up some kind of separation between God and 

Caesar.  The  state  is  not  a  realm  separate  from  and  independent  of  our  

Christian faith. We do not have a situation where God is legitimately claiming 

our allegiance in respect to only some aspects of our lives, while the state can 

legitimately claim our allegiance for the rest. God and Caesar are not equals,  

with independent and distinct authority over separate realms of life. Caesar is 

not  equal  to  God,  regardless of  what  he  puts  on his  coins,  and no other  

political  authority can claim total  allegiance either.  Neither Communist,  nor 

Fascist,  nor  democratic  capitalist  nor  socialist  governments  can  claim 

allegiance over and above that which God has granted to them. 

The ruler of the state is not equal to God. The state is not independent of  

God. Our political responsibilities are not independent of our Christian faith:  

our  faith  encompasses  our  political  responsibilities  and  they  cannot  be 

divorced  from our  faith.  Our  Christian  faith  leads  us  to  recognise  that  all  

authority comes from God, and that kings reign only as the servants of God. 

Caesar is not Lord, Jesus is Lord. It was this confession that led thousands to 
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their deaths under the Roman empire, and in many other countries as well  

right  down  to  our  own  day.  Jesus  has  total  authority,  he  demands  total 

allegiance. What the state can rightfully claim is only what God has allocated 

to it. To claim any more than that is to deny the authority of Christ over all  

rulers and princes of  the earth.  To say that  Jesus is Lord is not  simply a  

"religious" statement in a narrow sense: it is a political manifesto, challenging 

the rights of governments and declaring the limits to their power. No wonder 

Christians  have  died  by  their  thousands  throughout  history:  we  claim 

allegiance to another king! In our situation too we cannot simply acquiesce in 

whatever the government decides to do. We must declare too that Jesus is 

Lord, and this therefore has direct and definite ramifications for our political 

life,  and the time is long overdue for  Christians to  work through what this 

means for us today. 

To  declare  the  Lordship  of  Christ,  paying  to  Caesar  only  what  is  due  to 

Caesar, places limits in Caesar's authority, a concept that was to lead to the 

political  development  of  the West  in terms of  constitutional  checks on the 

power of  the monarch and government,  and its subordination to God. The 

state is no longer able to claim supreme allegiance from its citizens, and the 

attempts  to  do  so  by  Communist  and  Fascist  states  in  this  century 

demonstrate the impossibility of violating the law of God for political life. 

The state is not independent of God, but subject to God, along with every 

other human institution. The state is not above all these other institutions, but  

alongside them. Its task is not to dominate, or control, or direct us in every 

area of life, but to fulfill a specific task: to ensure justice and to protect and  

maintain the life and liberty of citizens of the nation. Thus arguments about 

whether we should have more or less state involvement in our lives miss the 

point: the problem is not the amount of involvement the state has in our lives,  

the question to be asked is, as Jesus shows us with his answer regarding 

paying taxes to Caesar: what kind of involvement is it proper for the state to 

have?  Yes  it  is  right  to  pay  taxes  to  that  political  power  you  accept  as 

legitimately governing you; no the state cannot claim from you that which is 

proper to give to God alone, yes the political powers are established by God, 
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no they do not have the right to do whatever they like: their proper task has 

been appointed by God and they may not overstep this boundary, nor may 

they neglect  what  it  has  been  given to  them to  do.  Governments  have a 

particular task and the authority appropriate to carry out that task. 

This is discussed further by Paul in Romans 13:7. There Paul instructs us to 

pay to the political powers what is due to them, that is, to give to them what is  

right for  them to have. If  they overstep the boundary and ask what is not 

theirs to ask, and if we consent to give that to them, then both the political 

powers and we too are responsible for violating the law of God. There is no 

place for acquiescing to the demands of political rulers, regardless of what 

they threaten, since our allegiance to God demands that we refuse to obey 

when they ask us to act in ways contrary to God's commands. We do not 

surrender to the government when they ask us for what is not theirs to ask;  

rather, we give them merely what it is right for them to have and resist them 

on the rest. The political rulers are not the ultimate authority, but subordinate 

to God, who has given them a task to do and forbids them from straying from 

that task to take on responsibilities which are not properly theirs.

To give to Caesar what is Caesar's and to God what is God's, indicates that 

the government cannot  claim all  things from us: in fact,  Caesar's authority 

comes from God and is in turn defined by God. Caesar is under God and can 

expect to receive only what is proper to his task: the obedience and honour 

which is due to him as political ruler with a carefully defined task to perform.  

The recognition of the limits to the ruler's authority led to the willingness to 

accept martyrdom in the Roman empire and in many other times and places. 

What is properly God's is not to be given to any other whatsoever, since to do 

so would be to engage in idolatry. We are instructed to have no other gods 

save God alone:  no human being can claim what is proper only for  God,  

worship, honour, divine status, absolute submission to his will.

There  is  no  conflict  between  serving  God  and  obedience  to  Caesar.  Not 

because  they are  separate  realms with  no  connection  between them,  but 

because  our  service  of  God  includes as  part  of  that,  our  obedience  to 

political authority. The authority of the state comes from God, as does the 
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authority  of  every  other  human  institution.  Each  has  been  granted  the 

authority  it  needs  to  carry  out  its  appointed  tasks,  and  the  state  must 

recognise and respect these institutions, and order society in such a way that  

they are free to do what God has called them to do. Conversely, we are to 

recognise  the  appropriate  and  legitimate  task  of  the  government,  and  to 

support and uphold the government as it carries out this task. No one human 

institution controls or directs the whole of society, but as each one of us, and 

the institutions in which we play a part, recognise the god-given nature, task 

and authority appointed to each, then society will fulfill its calling and as each  

one comes in submission to God then we will see manifested in our midst 

something of the reign of King Jesus.

Jesus  is  the  King  of  Kings  and  Lord  of  Lords.  All  rulers  and  authorities 

together  with all  others will  bow before him and acknowledge that  he has 

been given all authority in heaven and on earth. All kings and princes reign 

only because God has established political authority, and this authority is to 

be exercised in submission to God as supreme ruler over all. 

The Jews failed to realise what it was that Jesus was saying in his answer to 

them. When he was finally put on trial, Jesus was unjustly condemned before 

Pilate for teaching that people should not pay taxes to Caesar, and that he 

claimed instead to be another king, namely the Messiah. Luke 23:2. But even 

in this false accusation they acknowledged the nature of the situation:  the 

discussion over paying taxes to Caesar involved not merely a political debate, 

but the recognition of Jesus as the King of Kings. The Jews were later to state 

"We  have  no  king  but  Caesar."  John 19:15.  As  a  result  they  committed 

treason,  not  against  Caesar  but  against  God,  since  they  thereby 

acknowledged  his  supreme  authority,  his  claims  to  divine  status,  and  the 

legitimacy of his rule over Palestine.

Our political allegiance has eternal import: it is not something to be neglected 

or treated lightly, or considered in isolation from our Christian faith. In real  

terms, we demonstrate in our political allegiance the depth and reality of our 

Christian faith, and betray thereby whom we really serve as our master: is it 

God, or is it Caesar? To choose to serve as master the one who is appointed 

  © Chris Gousmett 2015                                                                                                            7



by God as his servant is to choose against God. We must indeed give to 

Caesar what is Caesar's, but this is to recognise that he is subject to God, as 

we all are. If we too in our day say we have no king but Caesar, denying the  

authority of Christ over all the kings and institutions of the earth, the one to 

whom all human authority is subject, then we too will commit treason against 

the king of kings and Lord of Lords, and can expect to receive him at his 

return not as our saviour but as our judge. 

In  the  Book  of  Revelation  we read  of  the  shouts  of  the  multitude  of  the 

redeemed. Revelation 19:6-9. We  celebrate the coming of our King, through 

remembering his death, through the communion which we are instructed to 

celebrate, until he comes. And when he does come, we shall join in that great 

feast with him when he shall be recognised by all as King of kings and Lord of 

lords forever.
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