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Sermon Notes St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Pentecost 23 

19 October 2008 

Preacher: The Reverend Chris Albany 

Rector 

Readings:  Isaiah 45.1-7;  Psalm 96.1-9;  1 Thessalonians 1.1-10;  Matthew 22.15-33 

 

Jesus teaches the way of God in truth 
 

Over the past few weeks there has been a succession of meetings of Synods around the Dioceses of the 

Australian Church and most if not all of the Bishops in their addresses to Synod have had something to 

say about the current crisis affecting our financial systems. Even the Archbishop of Canterbury has 

weighed in with some strong comments about greed and selfishness. Some of the bishops have 

suggested that some good may come out of the turmoil if we have to begin to help one another if times 

become really tough. What has been striking has been the lack of criticism of such comments by church 

leaders.  

 

Usually when a church leader has something to say about politics, or the economy or the environment 

for example there is criticism from all quarters suggesting that they and the church should stick to 

religion and not meddle in matters political. Such criticism bases itself on the argument that there is a 

justifiable separation of the affairs of religion and the affairs of commerce and government. So the 

church ought not to be involved in anything that has to do with politics, they say. Religion is for the 

private sphere.  

 

This morning’s Gospel at first sight might be seen to support such a view – give to Caesar the things 

that are Caesars and to God the things that are God’s. This is one of the most famous of all anecdotes 

told about Jesus and one that is frequently misunderstood as I hope I shall show. Similarly 'My 

kingdom is not of this world' (John 18:36) serves to bolster the view that the church is about getting to 

heaven, not about how things are run here. By appealing to such interpretations, some politicians 

amongst others resort to telling the church to get back into its box when it asks difficult questions.  

 

The UCA theologian Bill Loader in his commentary on this passage says “I am sure Matthew would be 

astonished at such interpretation. He has just been giving a theological commentary on social and 

political events which had rocked his community, the sacking of Jerusalem. It was almost impossible to 

separate politics and religion in Israel, because the Old Testament sanctioned national interest and 

national institutions, not least the temple system. This was why the question made sense, mischievous 

as it was. It was a big issue. What do you do about Rome, the pagan power, which now controlled the 

Promised Land and in the eyes of many polluted it? Do you pay taxes to such a regime? Does that not 

sanction the power? Withholding taxes was one of the ploys advocated by devout rebels of the day. 

What is a person to do? What were Christians in Nazi Germany to do? What are we to do in the light of 

the maladministration of our State in recent years and now the systemic breakdown of the whole 

financial system?  

 

The Pharisees were generally experts in knowing how to apply the Scriptures to everyday life so they 

knew this was a highly controversial issue which was likely to expose the naiveté of uneducated 

preachers. … Jesus' answer is clever, like many of his single responses. Often they take the form of two 

liners or two parts contrasted or setting each other off. Give the emperor what is the emperor's and to 
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God what is God's. The assumption is that the coin bore an imperial inscription. Jesus' response does 

not advocate withholding taxes. He is prepared to pay taxes and that his followers do so. This does not 

mean that such a response is always appropriate. It is impossible to generalise like that from a single 

anecdote. There will also be times when it is appropriate to throw tables over and drive out money 

changers. The quick witted reply of Jesus bristles with ambiguity in its second part: and to God what is 

God's.  

 

One reading does indeed see Jesus dividing reality up; in one area we have one loyalty; in another area 

we have another. But it all depends on what we mean by 'what is God's'. Surely all things are God's!” - 

is not God the creator and sustainer of all things, is not the whole Jesus event about God immersing 

Godself in the nitty gritty of human life and history? Ours is an Incarnational Faith. Jesus' reply is 

profoundly subversive. If everything is God's, then in all things I will seek God's will and that will 

entail measuring all things, including governments, by the vision Jesus has given us of God's rule or 

kingdom. God's compassion knows no bounds, so it will always be an irritant to regimes which stifle it 

and it will stand in conflict with oppressors, whoever and wherever they are.  

 

This is why Christians of the Confessing Church in Nazi Germany challenged the Nazi ideology and its 

practices. This is why Christians have been at the forefront of opposing the shameful way this country 

has treated those asylum seekers who arrived by boat and the inhumane treatment of many of those 

locked behind razor wire in the prison camps we called detention centres. We need to acknowledge that 

there would not have been any Christian to tell the tale if the Confessing Christians had not exercised 

discretion in the way they resisted the government.  

 

Jesus was not stupid either, when confronted with the invitation to suicide for his cause, as here. Hence 

the deliberate ambiguity of his reply. Strategies for change in society require common sense. Bill 

Loader asserts that, “Jesus was not joining those who had reached such a point of religious despair that 

they saw the call to open conflict as the only option. Their ascendancy brought Israel down and 

devastated its heartland. With this passage we must expose the fallacy of dividing reality into God's 

area and other areas. It invites us to reflect on this primarily in relation to big issues of the day.” And 

helpfully reminds us that, “it also relates closely to individual spirituality: 'Seven whole days not one in 

seven...' as we sang last week.  Let the transforming love of God also affect my relationships, my 

budget, my planning; our family, our congregation, our community, our nation, our world!” So we see 

all that we do, how we spend our time, our money, our energy, the way we interact with others as part 

of our response to God and God’s amazing love. All this is part of a mature spirituality and one of the 

things that has helped me to a more mature spirituality has been a shift in ways of thinking about God. 

 

One of these shifts has been the insight from the German theologian Dorothy Sollee, that I have shared 

with you before, that it is helpful to think of God as an intentionalist rather than an interventionist. One 

of the problems with the contemporary church is that it has not moved believers beyond the childish 

image of God as interventionist. Like a Father who sets things straight, punishes us when we are bad, 

and fixes – or doesn't fix – painful situations. The church tends to keep Christian believers in their 

childhoods, instead of teaching us to share power with God and assume responsibility for this world in 

which we live. Yet only the assumption of that responsibility can lead to authentic prayer, prophetic 

hope, and true witness.  

 

Christians who insist on staying in subordinate and dependent relationships to God will not learn to be 

friends of God, working through us and alongside us to make divine will and intention discernable.  

God needs us in order to fulfil the intent of creation. God is in need of us. The fact is – we know in our 

bones what it is we are to give to God. We know what it means to love our neighbours. We know what 
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it means, in the words of Micah, to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with God. To say 

that we do not know the will of God is a lie. When we view God as an intentionalist, but not 

interventionist, our childish expectations of a God-in-charge have to go. We understand that our task is 

to make our will one with the will of God and to enact God's will in the world.  

 

The words of the testers spoken in patronising sarcasm (Matthew 22.16) were in fact correct; Jesus 

teaches the way of God in truth! May we individually and collectively give to God the things that are 

God’s with all that that implies. 

 

_____________________________________ 


