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Matthew 22:15-22 (ESV)

Then the Pharisees went and plotted how to entangle him in his talk.  [16] And they sent their disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, "Teacher, we know that you are true and teach the way of God truthfully, and you do not care about anyone's opinion, for you are not swayed by appearances.  [17] Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?"  [18] But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, "Why put me to the test, you hypocrites?  [19] Show me the coin for the tax." And they brought him a denarius.  [20] And Jesus said to them, "Whose likeness and inscription is this?"  [21] They said, "Caesar's." Then he said to them, "Therefore render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's."  [22] When they heard it, they marveled. And they left him and went away.

“Rendering Thanks”

In the Name of God who reigns over all authorities of the world and dwells by grace in the presence of His Church as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Amen. Appears Jesus dodged the bullet today! His enemies had been waiting for an opportunity to get back at Him for all that He said. It took a little time to plan their strategy against His words. They were not hasty with the decision, but patient and even sacrificed their own personal glory. Combining their efforts with the Herodians was not a likely duo. The Pharisees were the promoters of the Jewish church while the Herodians were promoters of the Roman state. Both wanted control and both would do pretty much anything for what benefited them in the end. Therefore, what we see happen is as the saying goes, “The enemy of my enemy is my friend.” Together they approach Jesus to trap Him with an “either-or” question that would lead to His demise. 


We know these guys had to be smart, if you ever want to stir up trouble politics and religion will do it. That is exactly what they did by asking, “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar or not?” If He answered “yes” then Jesus would lose popularity with the Jews for denouncing God. If He answered “no” then Jesus would be a traitor to Caesar who represented the state.  This issue is what happened again at the crucifixion, but that fell together according to God’s Will for our salvation. However, today’s event shows God’s Son knew men’s hearts and the intentions behind their actions. After calling them hypocrites, His answer brought a fundamental understanding for God’s goodness over both the church and the state. He declared, “Therefore render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's.” Neither could be denied, but Jesus’ righteousness independently stood over both. He is the victory of life by the Gospel that let us render thanks to all that God gives.


 Paying taxes is something in any form of government that must occur. Yet, the unique aspect about being in America is we also get to pay with our vote. Such a privilege will be exercised in a couple weeks by electing the president of the United States. Many issues and frustrations loom over the candidates. Some will answer this decision by not voting which has been an average of about %45 of the people since the 1960’s. Either it is just not important or they do not want the trouble, but this diminishes the effectiveness of our government. Yet even if a person makes the effort to vote, they are left with a battle. Will you be a Republican or Democrat? Whose side are you on and what disgrace will you face by that bumper sticker on your car. Still others try to avoid picking a side by going independent. Unfortunately, everyone leans to the left or right even a moderate. 

So where does Jesus fit in? How would He vote? People try to corner the savior in the mess to justify their works in this world. Republicans can stand on supporting the right to life. Democrats can stand on wanting to give health care to people who have physical needs. Both come at Jesus seeking an answer. His response is quiet simple, “Whose names do you see written on that ballot? You know their names render your vote to them.” We cannot trap Christ in our works and make Him take a side in our sinful decisions. Instead, He shows us our hypocrisy whether we vote Republican or Democratic. A Christian does not find his or her righteousness in their party line because they both fail. The Republican can be greedy with their money and not want to share with the less fortunate just as much as the Democrat can end up promoting the murder of innocent children by abortion. Both are sinful and both are judged by Christ who healed the sick and dying, but also let little children come unto Him. Nevertheless, we must do our duty and vote trusting in the gracious God who reigns over us all by the cross.


Those in Christ by baptism are different from others for we have the life of the Gospel that lets us render true thanks for what God gives. So often, the world drags us into its darkness and self-righteousness, but Christ calls us back to His Word and Sacrament. It is there where we see the image of God inscribed upon Jesus whose true body and blood joins us underneath bread and wine. In the same way, we also hear the inscription written upon this sacrifice on the cross that declares, “Given and shed for you!” Only in the Church, does the saving God make Himself known for all people in the state by the preaching of the Gospel. His redemption hangs over our lives as we vote and contribute to the work of God’s goodness for our nation. Rendering thanks to God is first and primarily most by our repentance toward Jesus perfect sacrifice for us. He is our salvation, our forgiveness, and His promise of victory is by way of faith in Him. This is independent from our works so that we might rightly work in our lives giving thanks to Him for what He has done. 


St. Paul wrote in our Epistle reading about how this rendering to God was made visible among the Thessalonians congregation as they lived in the nation of Rome. He states, “They themselves report concerning us the kind of reception we had among you, and how you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come.” The only way we remain faithful to God while rendering our service to the state is to lift up what is good and put down what is evil. In others words, a Republican Christian would gladly support the right to life, but is obligated also to speak against his own party for not having better service to the poor and needy. The same is for a Democratic Christian who understands the need to help the physically disabled or person out of a job, but must also speak against her own party that wrongly promotes abortion. To do anything less for either would be sinful.

Sounds like we are caught in the middle with questions to face just like Jesus, but there will never be a true independent party to vote for only the independent savior of the cross. To give into the sins of party lines leaves us with their holiness of works, but not the true holiness given by Christ in faith. The Church stands apart from the state with the message of God’s Word declaring the Law, but most importantly the Gospel. Our stewardship in the church of time, talents, and treasures continues by what God gives to our lives in truth and love that has come in Jesus. He is the image of our salvation at all times inscribed by the promise of God’s Word. 

Whoever the president is in a couple weeks he will need our prayers. No person crafted by man’s hands will save us from the many sinful challenges we face in our country. The Lord has used unbelievers like King Cyrus and even evil pharaohs to do greater works of salvation for His redeemed people in the past. May our trust only be in the doctrine and life that has come to us by the message of the Gospel. Where this light remains pure and undefiled God’s Word of truth casts out evil by what is good, repentant sinners find forgiveness, and there is hope for us all in Jesus’ Name. Without this promise of victory over our lives to hear, receive, and give thanks no amount of voting will bring any kind of true salvation be it now or in eternity. Amen. Now may the peace of God, which passes al understanding, be with your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus to life eternal, Amen.
