
 

May the words of my mouth… 

A few years ago there was a popular commercial for a credit card company, touting all the 

advantages of carrying that particular card and how it would serve you well even under the direst 

of circumstances.  The tag line was, "What card is in YOUR pocket?"   

Today's Gospel text reminded me of that commercial's tagline, as Jesus responds to the trick 

question of his adversaries with a question of his own.  Should one pay the tax to government of 

Caesar, or not? Jesus asks for a coin and questions whose image that coin bears.  In other words, 

what card (i.e., image) is in their pocket?  Well, the image of that same Caesar, as it happens.  So 

if the money carries the image of Caesar, then the money falls under Caesar's domain.  So give 

him what is his; but then give God what belongs to God.  It sounds simple enough, ... until you 

really think about it.  What is he saying here?  "Render (give) to God what belongs to God." 

What does that mean? What belongs to God?   

Well, everything, really.  The Doxology we sing reminds us of this when we present our 

offerings at the altar. In the traditional Anglican service, we are reminded by the words we pray 

at the offertory"... all that is in the heaven and the earth is thine.  All things come of thee, and of 

thine own have we given thee."   

So…what belongs to God?  You do.  I do.  And Jesus' words today, in fact, send us right back to 

the very beginning -- to the first chapter of Genesis, "And so God created man in His own image; 

in the image of God created He him; male and female created He them."  And regardless of sin's 

entrance into this world that God made, regardless of the fall and the sad state of human 
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relationship both with the God who created us, and with one another, we human beings still bear 

that image, enough to be claimed by Him as His own beloved.  We all bear the image of God -- 

the face of Christ.   

But sometimes, especially when things in life get tough and we start to doubt, we forget that we 

are His.  We forget whose image is traced upon us. We forget we are claimed by the One whose 

image can still be discerned on our faces, and in our lives.  And the Good News is that even if we 

can’t believe it, can’t find it, He knows it and that is what carried ultimate worth and value. 

But the reality is that we live in a world in which we have created gods in our own image, 

whether these gods be religious or political, we seem to have found a loophole in Jesus' 

challenge to the religious/political authorities of his day. When what we have pretends to bear 

the stamp of our own image, then we render only to ourselves.  

Well hidden in our Gospel text is not only a rebuke of the way of life that seats ultimate authority 

in our selves, but also, thankfully, a gracious way out. Jesus responds to the Jewish authorities of 

his day with several brilliant moves. First, he asks them to show him a coin. The fact that they 

are able to do so was the first pitfall for them. Carrying a graven image of the emperor, who had 

by this time set himself up to be divine, was in direct violation of their own faith. These coins 

were the currency of the empire, but were forbidden within the precincts of the Temple. In order 

to get around this religious dilemma while shopping in the Temple, the Jews used to exchange 

their empire money for temple money prior to entering the Temple grounds. Producing a coin, in 

the temple, means that they are caught with something they were not supposed to carry. They are 

BUSTED! 
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Second, Jesus asks them about the image on the coin, and upon their reply that it is the emperor, 

he simply responds that they should give to the emperor those things that belong to the emperor, 

and to God, those things that belong to God. This alone was enough to foil them. They left in 

silence, knowing they were put to shame because they couldn’t trap him!  

But notice how there was really no answer in his response? Yet hidden inside it is something that 

ought to challenge all of us today. Jesus never actually defines what things belong to God, and 

over the years, many people have used this passage to insert whatever they would like into that 

void. It has been used, for good or ill, to tell people what they should give to God. But by asking 

the question of the image on the coin, Jesus is offering us an alternative to guessing. He is, in 

some sense, pointing us to the question, where do we find the image of God? 

The answer to this question is found throughout the Bible, from start to finish. We are created in 

the image of God. We are created as beings that bear the very stamp of God's own self.  And this 

image is not us as individuals, but us in relationship with one another. He lovingly claims all of 

us with his own image. And when we go wrong, when we turn away from God and one another 

to become our own "Caesar," He continually comes again among us, to claim us as his own, 

week after week, day after day. This, my friends, is the awesome God we love, serve, and 

worship! 

When the people of Israel mistook their mission of old, creating "us vs. them" out of the call to 

be a "light to the nations", it led them to disaster; to the loss and grief of exile. When we do the 

same today, it leads us into chaos as well. 
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But even though God knew that there would be rejection, He still called his people back through 

covenant, through prophets, and finally through his own presence in our midst -- the Incarnate 

Son, so that we could see God's image reflected in a face like ours. God continues to call us back 

in the same way today. And when we see the image of Christ, reflected in the people around us, 

we are reminded that Jesus' command to "give to God what belongs to God" is asking for no less 

than an offering of our whole selves. And when we come right down to it, even "the things of the 

emperor" actually and ultimately belong to God. 

Now, I’m not saying go out and sell everythin you own.  We need to have some things to live 

but, we need to be reminded they are not of ultimate worth.  What God claims is what is really 

valuable in this world.  And what God claims cannot be bought and sold in the marketplace, 

cannot be "trafficked" to the highest bidder.  It is not for sale! 

What God claims is that which bears his image, which he created and knows as his own-you and 

I.  So, even the worst that sin can do, even the worst which we can do to ourselves and to one 

another, cannot totally erase that image which we bear, the image of the One who knows us and 

loves us, and He will not allow his image to be traded off for some trinket of lesser value.  Give 

your money to Caesar, and be done with it!  But know that you, your life and your being, belong 

not to Caesar, not to any of the competing dictators who wish to use and then discard 

us.  Instead, we belong to God.  Our lives are his, and God would have what is his own at the end 

of the day. 

And what was made in God's image must be returned to him, and not allowed to remain lost or 

unclaimed.  And if it meant going to the cross, and exchanging the righteous image of God's only 
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Son for the tarnished, battered, defiled image of a sin-tainted human creature, then so be it.  The 

price would be paid.   

So, as we go about our week: What card is in your pocket?  And to whom do we render it?  To 

Caesar? Or to God?  Whose image do you bear on your face, on your life, and on your 

spirit?  Jesus reminds us today: Render yourselves and all you have to God, because it is to Him 

that YOU belong.  The Cross of Jesus has been traced upon you, and marks you for the God who 

gave himself for you. What will that mean for your life here, and for the future that has been 

assured for you, a future with a promise and a hope? May we always render unto God the “first 

fruits” of your time, talent, and treasure.  And as the old hymn reminds us… 

We give thee but thine own, 

Whate'er the gift may be: 

All that we have is thine alone; 

A trust, O Lord, from thee. 

 

 

 


