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St Andrew’s Fulham Fields 

Thanksgiving Sunday (20th Oct 2002)


Matthew 22. 15 Then the Pharisees went and plotted to entrap him in what he said. 16 So they sent their disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, ‘Teacher, we know that you are sincere, and teach the way of God in accordance with truth, and show deference to no one; for you do not regard people with partiality. 17 Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?’ 18 But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, ‘Why are you putting me to the test, you hypocrites? 19 Show me the coin used for the tax.’ And they brought him a denarius. 20 Then he said to them, ‘Whose image is this, and whose inscription?’ 21 They answered, ‘The emperor’s.’ Then he said to them, ‘Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.’ 22 When they heard this, they were amazed; and they left him and went away.’†
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A denarius of the time.  The inscriptions are “TIberius CAESAR DIVIni AUGusti Filius AUGUSTUS” (Tiberius Caesar, Son of the Divine Augustus, Augustus) and “PONTIFex MAXIMus (high priest)” (!) This money could not be used in the Temple.
Today’s sermon is in the toss of the coin: heads or tails, you choose.  Heads I win, tails you lose.  Tails I win, heads you lose!  That was what the Pharisees were saying to Jesus, there is no way in which you can get out of the trap that we have set for you.  Heads we win, tails you lose.  But Jesus’ answer was so profound that it left them amazed, he silenced the bullies and they went away.  

If you look at the illustration you can see what the argument was all about.  A small coin, roughly the size of a 10 pence piece although a lot cruder than anything the royal mint produces.  But you can see that this small denarius is inscribed with the head of the Roman Emperor Caesar Augustus, and on its tail, the figure of the high priest, also Caesar Augustus, “heads I win, tails you lose.”  For the law-abiding Jews of the day, this was an unholy coin, for it idolised Caesar, made a god of him, he who represented the conquering and tyrannical regime: the Roman Empire.  So perhaps the Pharisees had a point, “what should we do with this coin, it is dirty money, it prevents us from observing the Law of Moses” – the basic requirement of a practising Jew.  

The coin’s main currency was for the paying of taxes to the Roman Empire, a bit like in the old Eastern Bloc making the Polish nation pay taxes to Moscow.  Yet in the face of such injustice Jesus says, “Give to the Emperor the things that are the Emperor’s, but to God the things that are God’s.”  I suppose that on one level that God is somewhat of a pragmatist in the face of great opposition.  But on a deeper level, God does not deny evil, but turns the coin around and says, “I am all and in all, all things belong to me, for everything in heaven and on earth is mine, and to me all things are given.”  Jesus shows us by his response to the Pharisees, the bigger picture.  

On this Thanksgiving Sunday I want us to see and understand the bigger picture, not to be trapped by the limitations of humankind, but to reach out to the God of heaven and earth.  Today we focus upon giving, an essential part of what it is to be a disciple of Christ.  We give our money to a common purse, we entrust it to God, so that it may multiply for his use.  When Jesus tells the Pharisees that taxes should be paid to earthly authorities, he also voices the prayer that God - more than any other - deserves our generosity too.  The first is a statutory requirement – the money that is owed to the Emperor, the second is a voluntary act of charity, given in a generosity of spirit.  

It is in this second, voluntary, prayerful act of kindness that God reveals himself to us, and we to him.  In saying the words “give to God the things that are God’s”, Jesus reveals himself to be something more than human.  It is in his divine outlook that the bullies are made to look foolish.  Perhaps we all fall into the trap of the Pharisees at certain times, by giving too much attention to the head and tail of the coin, rather than the currency of our God, the creator of heaven and earth, the redeemer of humankind and the sustainer of our very being.

Let us today attempt to re-proportion our priorities in terms of the things that we give to the world’s confusion and the things that we give to God.  Any accountable success for this Thanksgiving Sunday will not be measured by those pledging to sign their forms today, but in the way this community of faith continues to respond to the words of Jesus to the Pharisees.  What are we prepared to give back to God?  If I toss this coin, will it land with the head of worldly power smiling back at me, or will the coin land and reveal a different inscription? 

As Christians, as followers of the living truth we have an opportunity to ensure that not all coins are dutifully given toward Caesar’s quest for power.  The giving of our coins should be a joyful act, a quiet, modest gesture to aid the building of the kingdom where we live and work and pray.  But let us not underestimate the size of this project.  In order to simply survive as a viable church we need to increase our giving to God.  We are burdened by an historic building that requires substantial repairs and maintenance.  We are hoping to equip our workers for the tasks of pastoral ministry and mission.  This means training and educating.  It means resourcing our children so that they in turn will see the bigger picture.  New projects such as the ministry of welcome involves not only sharing our table, but inviting newcomers into a place which is beautiful, and , indeed, welcoming.  New service books, new services all take coins to finance.

So, on this Thanksgiving Sunday I wonder if God is revealing something of the choice that we have on offer.  It’s not even a case of heads or tails, but entrust to God the life of this church, this parish and this world.  The evangelical members of our faith are very successful in organising and managing growth within God’s church.  I believe that those of a more sacramental sensitivity should learn from the growing evangelical churches.  Commitment is key.  Commitment to pray for God’s revelation.  Commitment to discern God’s will.  Commitment to live out God’s kingdom on earth.  So this Sunday isn’t only about giving away coins, but commit yourself to pray and love and trust.  Surely then it will be heads we win, tails we win.  Amen.
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† The NRSV has “whose head … and whose title” but this is one of the rare occasions where the NRSV is wrong.  The Greek works are ikon and epigraphē which mean image and inscription.  The image and inscription together are idolatorous, making a graven image of a false God. (NIV: picture & inscription, RSV: likeness & inscription. I can only suppose that the NRSV made this change to give people who didn’t know what a Denarius looked like an idea of what was on the coin. Interestingly the image on the back is that of Livia, Tiberius’ mother. Readers of I, Claudius will recognise how extraordinary this is. Tiberius was in fact Livia’s son by her first husband, and only adopted by Augustus.
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