
Poll Advice

Exodus 33:12-23; Psalm 99; 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10; Matthew 22:15-22

In a little over a week we will have a provincial election. Have you heard? Or how about what is

going on in our neighbour to the south, the United States? Have you heard about their election? So, I

thought I would take this Sunday as an opportunity to use this time to tell you how to vote.

Just kidding. A sermon isn’t primarily preoccupied with politics. The point of a sermon is to

attempt to listen for what God has to say to us through God’s Word, what we call the scriptures. You

are right to be annoyed when a preacher like me uses (abuses?) a sermon to parade my political

opinions before you or when preachers preach themselves instead of Christ crucified.

And yet in this Sunday’s gospel, Jesus’s critics raise a question about politics. Is God, through

this passage of scripture, attempting to make us think about politics whether we want to or not?

The question that Jesus’s interrogators place before him is not about voting, a practice which

nobody there was ever allowed to do, but rather about taxes. And as our politicians have shown us,

we’re all very interested in taxes. Who enjoys paying taxes? The Judeans who were having this

discussion about taxes, didn’t have much choice in the matter. The taxes they paid were being paid to

their Roman overlords. As if that wasn’t already a bitter enough pill for them swallow, those taxes to the

Romans helped to keep a Roman occupation army in their land.

The question about taxes is a question about government. To ask, “Should we pay taxes to

Caesar or not?” is to ask follow-up questions like:

Is Caesar so powerful that we must pay his despised taxes, whether we like to or not?

Is Caesar’s government a legitimate government over us?

If not, what should we do?

Those questions are supremely political questions.
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It’s interesting that Jesus doesn’t ask this question; his critics do. Throughout his ministry, Jesus

prefers to put questions to us like, “What does it profit a person to gain the whole world but lose his

soul?”

Jesus doesn’t ask the question about Caesar’s taxes; his critics ask it. We can certainly

understand their preoccupation with political questions. What we call “news” is mainly reports about

politics. For the last few months (or maybe last few years), politics has been the only news any of us

were interested in. There is a sense that, as we move toward an election, we are moving toward a very

important, cataclysmic event. Politicians on both sides of the border keep telling us that this election

could well be one of the most important elections in history—“The whole future and fate of Western

democracy is in our hands as we put an “X” on the ballot.”

The words of Jesus may therefore sound a bit out of touch to our ears. As you know, Jesus only

rarely—and almost never explicitly—talks about politics. As for us, politics is about the only thing we

publicly talk about. Politics is our obsession (well maybe next to Covid-19). Maybe that’s why Jesus

doesn’t talk much about politics: he knows how fascinated we are with human government, human

power.

Our politics continue to assume a godlike status, much as they did in Jesus’s day. In Jesus’s

day, Caesar was emperor, and later Caesars demanded worship as god. In our day, we live in a

democracy. We are told that the people determine who rules over us. In fact, we are led to believe that

we, the people, are the equivalent of Caesar and so we end up worshiping ourselves.

We look to those who are in charge politically to solve most of our problems. Is there an opioid

crisis in our country? Then the government ought to do something about it. Are there criminals coming

into our country from other places? Then the politicians ought to close the border and secure things for

us. Are women having abortions? Make a law to criminalize them. The state has become our major

2Poll Advice.ser.wpd



source of security, empowerment, and even meaning.

In contrast to the way we think about politics, Jesus seems almost nonchalant and dismissive in

this exchange about whether or not to pay taxes to Caesar. When asked the question directly, “Should

we pay taxes to Caesar or not,” Jesus doesn’t immediately reply. Rather, he says, “Who’s got a coin?”

(Jesus’s pockets are empty.) “Whose picture is on the coin?”

They reply, “Caesar’s.”

“Well, if he loves this stuff enough to put his own image on a piece of metal,” says Jesus, “give it

to him. Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s.”

You will note that Jesus doesn’t really answer their question. They are deeply concerned about

money and what to do with it. When Ronald Reagan was President he said, in defending his tax cuts,

“It’s your money. Keep it.” But Jesus seems almost dismissive of the tax question.

Down through the ages, there have been Christians who have focused on Jesus’s statement,

“Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s,” as justification for a military draft, for greater government power,

and for the immunity of government from Christian criticism.

I believe that point of view is negated by the way Jesus finishes the sentence: “Give to God what

is God’s.”

And that’s the end of the conversation. Jesus moves on as if he is not going to spend any more

time talking about it. In saying, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and give to God what is God’s,” Jesus

steadfastly does not answer the question. He gives absolutely no direct answer or guidance in

discerning what is God’s, and what belongs to Caesar.

One can imagine his critics standing there with their mouths gaping open saying, “But, but

what’s God’s?”

Perhaps Jesus is saying, “You’re Jews. You know the scriptures. The psalmist says, ‘The earth
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is the Lord’s and everything in it.’ Not too much left for Caesar.”

Or perhaps Jesus is trying to get them to focus on what’s most important, in regard to God and

Caesar, rather than to be distracted by comparatively unimportant matters, like, “Should we pay taxes

or not?”

I don’t know. I do know that it would be a mistake to try to take this hostile, little interchange

between Jesus and his critics over taxes, and work it up into some sort of theology of government.

But since we are on the eve of a couple of important elections, and since political news is about

the only other news there is these days, and because many of you may be anxious about the upcoming

election and worried deeply over the results of the election, could I just take this morning’s gospel and

spin out a few implications? Maybe these are just implications for me, but if you want to apply them to

yourself, feel free to do so.

One of our challenges as Christians is to keep politics in its place. When the government has

become the chief protector and source of power from the cradle to the grave, when those who wield

political power are honored and glorified—or scorned and vilified—as if they were the most important

people in the world, as if all of human history is on their shoulders, then it may be a Christian obligation

not to give politics the glory and honor that is due only to God.

Believe it or not, I’d like to talk more about politics in my sermons, but we are given so little time

to talk about God that I don’t want to waste what little time I have running through the same talking

points about government and politics which you hear all the time.

As we move into the elections, there are divisions within our congregation over who ought to be

our leaders. That’s fine. But we ought to be very, very careful in claiming that Jesus Christ sanctions

any political party or in thinking that Jesus is heavily invested in politics of the right or the left. I sense in

Jesus a certain aloofness from our politics. Jesus concerns himself first with focusing us upon God and
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God alone, with getting us to give worshipful glory to God and God alone. Caesars of the right or the

left come and go. Only God remains.

But that doesn’t mean that Christians are apolitical nor that Jesus and his way is utterly

unrelated to political issues. In calling Jesus Christ, “Sovereign,” we are using a thoroughly political,

rather than exclusively religious, term. He is Sovereign. You can see in Jesus’s teaching and in his

ministry that he clearly takes sides with the poor against the rich, that he is unimpressed by the

government’s attempts to be all-powerful, and that he is concerned with those who are oppressed and

victimized by powerful people like Caesar. That means that Christians can expect to participate in the

political process with opinions and values and commitments that are determined by the kind of leader

that Jesus is.

We’ve just had a series of sermons from the Exodus. There, we noted that God took the side of

the slaves against the mighty, imperial Pharaoh. That surely means that there are going to be tensions

between imperial politics and that of the God who freed the slaves. But Moses also wanted to see God,

to know God at a deeper level.

Can we all agree as Christians to exercise these tensions, and to have our political debates,

with a heavy dose of humility? We are broken people, all of us, whether on the right or the left. And

what we call our sin—our self-interested attempts to force our way down everybody else’s throats, our

efforts to make ourselves look good and pure and to make everybody else look less so, our preference

for self-justification instead of accepting God’s grace as sufficient—comes with us into the voting booth.

Jesus refused directly to tell us to pay taxes to Caesar or to tell us to refuse to pay taxes, leaving it an

open question for his followers. I think we are to pray for divine guidance in our political views, and in

our voting. But as you know, in your previous attempts to seek divine guidance on how to live your life,

these things are really uncertain. It’s not easy to know if you are following God’s will, or your own

5Poll Advice.ser.wpd



selfish desires. So you go ahead and do what you think is right, always knowing that we have a

forgiving God.

You’ve probably heard me say before that one of the challenges of being a Christian in a

democracy is that we Christians, through baptism, live with two passports in our pockets. We are

citizens of the country in which we are born or have claimed as citizens. But we believe that we are

also being made, by the actions of Jesus Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit, into citizens of another

realm—the Kindom of God. Sometimes we feel there is an alignment when government’s programs

and intentions match up with those of God’s realm. In those times, we get to work for the good of our

neighbors by working for political change and programs. Sometimes we think there is a disjunction and

a dissonance between what Jesus wants and what our government does. When there is an apparent

disjunction between the world’s way and God’s way, we ought to criticize our government, we ought to

vote out those who are responsible for the state of affairs and vote in those who promise to set things

right. Can we even do all of that with enough Christ-induced humility to know that we could be wrong

and our political opponents could be right? We work in politics, knowing that government can do a lot of

good and can do a good deal of harm, knowing that government is not God and ought never be given

God’s glory.

Above all, I plead with you as your pastor that as we do politics, as we move into the upcoming

election, let’s all commit ourselves to being and staying Christ’s people. Let this congregation be a

beacon to the world of how Christ can call together people who have deep differences and differing

opinions but still gather with one another at table. In a divisive political climate, the church’s witness as

a community made one in Christ can be a stunning testimony to a world full of divisions.

So maybe I was being disingenuous in the beginning to say that my sermon is not to tell you

how to vote. Let me be truthful: This Sunday’s sermon’s is an attempt to tell you how to vote like a

Christian. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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