
Gospel:  Matthew 22: 15–21 
 

The Pharisees have been the target of Jesus’s previous teachings. They are 
keen to keep to the truce they have reached with Rome, which allows them to 
practise their religion freely. Here they seek unlikely allies in the Herodians to 
try and entrap Jesus. 
 

The Herodians 
As their name implies, they are supporters of the dynasty of Herod, the puppet 
kings Rome has appointed to rule Galilee. They are absolutely loyal to Rome. 
 

The trap:  ‘Is  it permissible to pay taxes to Caesar or not?’ 
This is a ‘no-win’ question. If Jesus says yes, he loses popular support; if he 
says no, he gives the Pharisees grounds to have him arrested as a 
revolutionary.  
 

The taxes 
Since 6 AD, a census tax had been collected. It was paid by men and women 
between the ages of 14 and 65. Paying one’s taxes was a kind of tribute to 
Rome. 
 

One denarius 
This was the Roman currency, worth about 
a day’s wages. Striking your own money 
was a sign of sovereignty over a people and 
the Romans attached great importance to 
this symbol. Other currencies were in 
circulation at the time, but only with 
Roman permission. 
 

‘Give back to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what belongs to 
God’ 
Jesus defuses the debate by this answer. There is no doubt that the coins 
belong to Caesar: his face is on them, but then what belongs to God? The Jews 
will have been familiar with phrases like : 
‘The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it, the world and those who live in 
it.’ (Psalm 24: 1) 
Over the years the disciples came to understand the necessity and the 
rationale of dealing with civil authorities and with the authority of God (see 
Romans 13: 1–7 and 1 Peter 2: 13–17). 

 PREGO PLUS: BACKGROUND NOTES   
 

Twenty-ninth Sunday in Ordinary Time 

 
First Reading: Isaiah 45: 1, 4–6 

 

Today’s first reading from the prophet Isaiah was written in a difficult 
political climate during the period 587–539 BC. This was a catastrophic 
time in Hebrew history when the Babylonians had reduced the Temple 
and the city of Jerusalem to ruins. 

 

Thus says the Lord... 
This opening address continues on from Chapter 44: 28, which, in part, 
forms an introduction to the point that the Lord is now making here. His 
audience is not expected to accept the forthcoming message easily. The 
Lord has previously referred to Cyrus, as the shepherd ‘who will fulfil my 
whole purpose’. (‘Shepherd’ being a standard Middle Eastern image for 
a King.) 
 

… to his anointed Cyrus 
Now the Lord addresses his words to Cyrus, calling him ‘his anointed’. 
The Hebrew word ‘mashiakh’ was a title reserved for Davidic kings, as 
well as some prophets and priests. It has become ‘Messiah’ in English. 
The Greek translation is Christos, which has given us the word Christ. 
 

… whom he has taken by his right hand ... 
The Lord will support Cyrus, King of Persia, 
known as ‘the Great’ (600–530 BC). He was an 
enlightened king who released the Jews from 
captivity and helped with the rebuilding of the 
Temple and the city of Jerusalem. 
The Lord will give him all he needs to succeed in 
this revolution in the Middle East, for the sake of 
Israel. 
 
Though you do not know me ... 
It is recorded that although Cyrus worshipped the Babylonian god 
Marduk, he officially recognised the Lord Yahweh (see Ezra 1: 1–5).  
  


