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If there’s one thing we’ve learned through the course of history, it is that 

the wrong person in leadership can have a devastating effect on thousands 

of people and even multiple generations. How much more so, when it 

comes to spiritual leadership. The Jewish leaders in Jesus’ day are a prime 

example. Their love for power and influence along with their disregard for 

righteousness from the heart has resulted in leading God’s people astray. 

They despise Jesus because He has exposed their religious act as only one of 

external traditions while their hearts are full of malice, hatred, and pride.  

 

In Matthew 21-22, Jesus directly challenges the authority of the Jewish 

leaders because they are misrepresenting the Kingdom of God. So the two 

most prominent themes that we have seen in these chapters are authority 

and the kingdom of God. Let me offer a quick review.  

 

Matt 21 opens with Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem, hailed with 

Hosanna’s as the Son of David. Jesus then displays His righteous authority by 

cleansing the temple and cursing a fig tree which represents judgment on 

the temple leaders (21:18-20). In their place, Jesus prepares His disciples to 

be Kingdom leaders equipped with a true understanding of prayer and faith 

(21:21-22). The Jewish leaders demand that Jesus tell them by what 

authority He does these things, but instead of answering their question, 

Jesus backs them in a corner by questioning them about John the Baptist 

whose ministry of repentance they have rejected. Jesus goes on to tell 3 

parables all of which reveal that the Pharisees are imposters of the Kingdom 

of God. In response, the Pharisees and Sadducees will ask 3 questions in 

attempt to trap Jesus and destroy His credibility with the people. But as we 

are about to see, Jesus’ wisdom and authority cannot be undermined.  

 

This is an invitation and an opportunity for you to come and see the 

superlative wisdom and authority of Jesus as the Son of God.  

 

 
1 R.T. France, NICNT: The Gospel of Matthew, pg. 829.  

A POLITICAL TRAP [Matthew 22:15-22] 

 

The first thing the Pharisees do is make sure that Jesus’ audience is 

infiltrated with both Pharisees and Herodians who had power-ties to Rome. 

Their goal is to ask a question that seems impossible to answer without 

getting Jesus in trouble with either the Jews or the Romans. The very best 

outcome for the Pharisees, would be to get Jesus in trouble with Rome so 

that they do the dirty work of getting rid of Him, relieving the Pharisees of 

having to answer to the crowds who favored Jesus.  

 

So they ask, “is it lawful (according to God’s law) to pay a poll-tax to Caesar? 

To not pay the poll-tax could be interpreted as treason against Rome. The 

Jews, on the other hand, fiercely resented the poll-tax which was imposed 

when Rome took control of Judea (A.D. 6). To illustrate the political storm 

that is brewing, just a few years earlier, another Galilean by the name of 

Judas had led a revolt which inspired a movement of Zealots resulting in the 

later war of independence in A.D. 66. The end result would be the fall of 

Jerusalem and the destruction of the temple in 70 A.D. It is in this hostile, 

pre-war tension that the Pharisees attempt to give Jesus the image of either 

a non-patriotic Jew or another Galilean inciting rebellion against Rome.1  

 

Jesus knows that this is a trap and calls out their hypocrisy. They are 

hypocrites because they seek to flatter Jesus with statements that are 

actually true about Him (vs 16). But their words come not from a heart of 

respect, but one of malice.  

 

Instead of answering their question with a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer, Jesus says, 

“show me the coin used for the poll-tax,” which they do. This demonstrates 

further hypocrisy by the Pharisees who considered the denarius to be an 

idolatrous coin. Not only did it have a human portrait which they believed to 

violate the second commandment, but also an inscription that attributed 

divine sonship to the Roman emperor, a violation of the first 

commandment.  

 



This was so offensive to the Jews that Rome allowed the Jews to produce 

their own non-idolatrous copper coins. Do you see the hypocrisy now? They 

have no need to possess this idolatrous coin, yet they are carrying it in their 

pocket while attempting to accuse Jesus (who apparently doesn’t have one) 

of using it to pay taxes.  

 

Jesus’ answer comes by way of a question: “whose image and inscription is 

this?” “Caesar’s,” they reply. Jesus says, “Then render to Caesar the things 

that are Caesar’s; and to God the things that are God’s” (21).Literally, “Give 

‘back to’ Caesar what belongs to Caesar; give to God what belongs to God.”  

 

In this simple response, Jesus displays His superlative wisdom and authority 

by not only exposing the hypocrisy of the Pharisees (now caught in their 

own trap), but also teaching that it is possible to both honor God and pay 

taxes to a secular government.2  

 

A DOCTRINAL TRAP [Matthew 22:23-33] 

 

The Sadducees were not the best of friends with the Pharisees outside of 

their jealously of Jesus. One of the matters on which the Sadducees 

disagreed with the Pharisees was the doctrine of the resurrection. The 

Sadducees come posing a question about resurrection which they do not 

believe in, to not only trap Jesus but to also demonstrate what they consider 

the absurdity of the Pharisees’ belief.  

 

They pose the question in the context of levirate marriage in Deut 25:5-6 

which was intended as a means of preserving a family line. If a man died  

without children, his younger brother was to marry his wife and provide 

children. The firstborn son was to bear the name of the deceased man.3  

 

So the Sadducees raise a hypothetical situation in which a woman, through 

levirate marriage, has 7 different husbands, all of which died before giving 

her children. The question is, when she dies which of the 7 seven would be 

her husband in the resurrection? Do you see how this is meant to be a 

 
2 See also Matt 17:27; Romans 13:6-7 
3 For example, see Gen 38:6-11; Ruth 4:5-10 

riddle with no good answer but to ridicule how absurd belief in the 

resurrection is? She certainly can’t be the wife to 7 husbands!  

 

Jesus responds by exposing the Sadducees’ shallow understanding of both 

the Scripture and the power of God. The Sadducees were not only the 

religious liberals of the day, but basically secularists. They rejected 

supernatural explanations for things and rather saw “everything in terms of 

this world.”4 They deny the doctrine of the resurrection because they reject 

the supernatural, and in so doing they deny the power of God.  

 

But Jesus clarifies that resurrection life is different than earthly life. There is 

no marriage in heaven as we know it on earth. Rather, our lives will bear 

closer similarity to the angels who neither marry nor have children. 

Incidentally, the Sadducees didn’t believe in angels either. By the way, Jesus 

does not say that heavenly relationships will be less than marriage. Its 

better to assume that love will be experienced in its God-intended fullness 

in all relationships.  

 

Furthermore, Jesus exposes their shallow understanding of Scripture. The 

OT clearly teaches the concept of resurrection in places like Isaiah (26:19), 

Daniel (12:2), and Job (19:25-27). But the Sadducees only recognized the 

first 5 books of the Bible. So Jesus appeals to Exodus 3:6 where God speaks 

to Moses from the burning bush, identifying Himself as the God of Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob. That is, the God who is continuing to live out His covenant 

relationship with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  

 

In other words, the covenant God makes with His people is “too strong to 

be terminated by…death.” To be in a covenant relationship with God, is to 

be in a “relationship which lasts as long as God lasts.”5 

 

The Sadducees had set out to embarrass Jesus by the exposing some 

weakness in His theology, but rather found themselves exposed by Jesus as 

lacking in their understanding of Scripture and the power of God. Again, the 

4 France, 838-839.  
5 France, 840.  



crowds were amazed as Jesus, with His superlative wisdom and authority, 

issued new and clearer teaching on the matters of the afterlife.  

 

Now we come to the third test. The Pharisees had not been able to pin Jesus 

between God and Rome. The Sadducees had not been able to pin Jesus 

between the Pharisees and Sadducees. Now the Pharisees send a brilliant 

lawyer in attempt to pin Jesus between varying Scriptural priorities.  

 

A THEOLOGICAL TRAP [Matthew 22:34-40] 

 

Which is the great commandment in the law? Sounds like a pious question, 

doesn’t it? After all, with 613 commands in the OT, how do we go about 

prioritizing them? The genius of this trap, of course, it that to place more 

weight on one law is to minimize the others, opening oneself up to endless 

criticism.  

 

Without a moment’s thought, Jesus gives a clear and direct answer: “’You 

shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with 

all your mind.’ This is the great and foremost commandment. The second is 

like it, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ On these two 

commandments depend the whole law and prophets”6  

 

Here Jesus establishes love for God and love for one’s fellow man as the 

principles which give ultimate significance to every command, thus not 

minimizing the other 611 but giving them greater weight. The only way to 

truly live out God’s will in a way that meets the standards of His law and 

fulfills the spirit of the word spoken through the prophets, is to love God 

with your whole being and love others no less than you care for yourself.  

 

Bear in mind that Jesus is not saying (as is so popular today), that love 

cancels out every other law so that morality is defined only by love. No. 

Rather, what Jesus is saying is that every moral obligation that God puts on 

humanity is not fulfilled apart from love. Ironically, love for God or for man 

is no where to be found among those questioning Jesus. Yet as we celebrate 

Christmas, the very reason that Jesus came to this earth was to rescue us 

 
6 Deut 6:5; Lev 19:18 

from the selfishness of our sin and give us a new heart that can indeed love 

God and others.  

 

Having been persistently put to the test, Jesus now asks the Pharisees a question.  

 

A DIVINE QUESTION [Matthew 22:41-46] 

 

Jesus’ question is meant, not so much as a trap, but as a means toward 

revelation. The right answers come from asking the right questions. 

Remember back in chapter 21 after the triumphal entry and the cleansing of 

the temple, the chief priests demanded of Jesus, “by what authority are you 

doing these things?” Now Jesus who has been hailed by the crowds as the 

Son of David, asks, “whose son is the Christ (Messiah)?” The answer was 

simple: the son of David.  

 

But now Jesus presses them further into the complexities of Psalm 110. If 

David, inspired by the Spirit says, “the LORD (Yahweh) says to my Lord 

(Adonai),” then Messiah is not only David’s son but also His Lord. How can 

this be? The Pharisees had no answer. But we do. A king would be born of 

the linage of David, who would be more than a man. The Holy Spirit would 

miraculously cause a young virgin to conceive, and in her the Son of God 

would take on human flesh—a son of David by linage but also David’s divine 

Lord, the Son of God. And God would subdue His every enemy under this 

Christ, whom we call Jesus. Including those, who that very day had tested 

Jesus in vain. The religious men who put Jesus to the test only exposed 

themselves as imposters of the Kingdom, grooming themselves for 

judgment under Christ’s feet.  

 

When we step back and look at the bigger picture, this is so much more 

than wrangling over taxes, politics, and theological debates. Matthew 

intends for us to see what the Pharisees were unwilling to see. Jesus has 

superlative wisdom and authority because He is the Divine Son in human 

flesh. He is the Messiah who came to bring a kingdom that exceeds political 

empires like the Romans’. He came as the source of resurrection life. He 



came to give us a new heart that can truly love God and sincerely love 

people. Yet those who refuse His reign will be crushed under His feet.  

 

You can’t argue with the mind of God or challenge the authority of God and 

come out on top. But you can bow in glad submission to Jesus’ superlative 

wisdom and authority and be won by His love. Are you testing Jesus with 

your unbelief? Are you putting on an air of religion, yet insisting on living 

your own way? The kingdom of God is not for pretenders or self-made men 

who insist on going their own way. It is for those who come to Jesus and 

receive a new heart that loves God above self.  

 

You may not be on a hostile mission to destroy Jesus like the Jewish leaders 

were, but you need to give careful attention to any stiff-necked resistance in 

your heart to God that insists on doing things your own way.  

� Do you question the wisdom of God’s ways, or choose your own 

ways, contrary to the wisdom of God’s word?  

� Do you want to be in charge of your own life rather than yielding to 

the loving authority of Jesus?  

 

You may be tempted to walk away and dismiss Mt 22, saying, “I pay my 

taxes, I believe in the resurrection, and I wouldn’t argue that loving God is 

the best thing, so I’m good.” The issues may be different, but what is the 

disposition of your heart? Where do you find yourself resisting rather than 

resting under the lordship of Jesus? If you love God with all your heart, you 

will be inclined to submit to His wisdom and authority and you will find 

yourself sacrificially serving other people.  


