
 

TWENTY-NINTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME - 10/22/17  

 

My Dear People of God: 

I  wish  to  use  the   First  Reading  as our springboard for  our reflection  today. 

Let me  start  by asking the  question, Who  was  Cyrus in the reading ?  Cyrus 

is a king mentioned several times in the Bible and is identified as Cyrus the 

Great (also Cyrus II or Cyrus the Elder) who reigned over Persia between 539 

to 530 BC. This pagan king is important in Jewish history because it was under 

his rule that Jews were first allowed to return to Israel after 70 years of 

captivity.  In one of the most amazing prophecies of the Bible, Isaiah predicts 

Cyrus’ decree to free the Jews. One hundred fifty years before Cyrus lived, the 

prophet calls him by name and gives details of Cyrus’ benevolence to the Jews: 

“This is what the Lord says to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I take hold 

of to subdue nations before him . . . ‘I summon you by name and bestow on you a 

title of honor, though you do not acknowledge me’” (Isaiah 45:1)  

Yahweh is  King  over all nations. He decreed that  Cyrus will set into motion 

His plans: “He is my shepherd and will accomplish all that I please” (Isaiah 

44:28). 

Cyrus’s decree releasing the Jewish people, in fulfillment of prophecy, is 

recorded in 2 Chronicles 36:22–23: “Now in the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, 

that the word of the LORD by the mouth of Jeremiah might be fulfilled, the LORD 

stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia, so that he made a proclamation 

throughout all his kingdom and also put it in writing: ‘Thus says Cyrus king of 

Persia, “The LORD, the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the 

earth, and he has charged me to build him a house at Jerusalem, which is in 

Judah. Whoever is among you of all his people, may the LORD his God be with 

him. Let him go up.”’ 

King Cyrus actively assisted the Jews in rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem 

under Ezra and Zerubbabel. Cyrus restored the temple treasures to Jerusalem 

and allowed building expenses to be paid from the royal treasury (Ezra 1:4–11; 

6:4–5). Cyrus’s beneficence helped to restart the temple worship practices that 

had languished during the 70 years of the Jews’ captivity. Some commentators 



point to Cyrus’s decree to rebuild Jerusalem as the official beginning of 

Judaism. 

 

Brothers and sisters,  we will not  burden ourselves  with  history. We just want 

to be convinced  that Yahweh planned  to  transport  the Israelites back  to  

Israel by using a pagan king whom He  favored  over others.  That is how 

Yahweh  shows  His wisdom and He shows  that He is in command of the  lives  

of the  chosen people. The first  reading  ends with these words:  “I am  the Lord, 

there is no other”.   

The Responsorial  Psalm  is a  natural consequence of the ending of  the  first 

reading.   Since  God  is the Lord, and  there  is no  other, it behooves that   all  

His creatures give Him glory and honor” 

In the Second  Reading,  Paul is  grateful  to God  for   the gift  that the  

Thessalonians are  to him.   He thanked them  not only  for who they  are  to him, 

but also  for  their work  of  faith, and for  their  labor   of  love  and endurance.  

His words of  thanks are actually words  of encouragement  so  that  they  will  

continue being  aware that  they  are  loved  and chosen  by God.   That gift  of  

being  loved and chosen  meant a  lot  to them.  They  received  the gospel:  that  

is, the   good news of salvation. This good news  is  really good news   to us  today  

too.  We must  reciprocate  that choice  that  God had  for us by choosing Him 

too. 

And  now, to the gospel:   

Today we  heard  the  famous statement of Jesus: “give to Caesar what belongs 

to Caesar and to God what belongs to God."  

Those words were said  in order to make the Pharisees  aware that  in the  

scheme  of things, they  were not  only hypocrites and  dishonest,  they were  

also weak  teachers of the people. Jesus challenged them in a very 

uncomfortable manner. Jesus continues  to challenge us today, especially in the 

areas of our  civil life.  

For us  to appreciate more deeply the gospel of  today, we need  to go back to 

the  time of Jesus.  We have  to remember that  at that time,  government 

dominated religion. Rome  dominated  Israel  and all the rest of the  empire.  



The Roman Emperor was himself the "Pontifex Maximus" - or  the Chief 

Priest. 

In Israel the priesthood had become subservient to the state.  The  priests were 

under the  prefect or governor. World History teaches us  that  Caiphas (or  

Caiaphas), was appointed high priest by Valerius  Gratus,  the Roman Prefect 

(or governor)  in 18 AD.  You may recall  Caiaphas, being  the  son-in-law  of 

Annas, one of the high priests.  

Please recall also  that it was  Pontius  Pilate, the successor of  Valerius Gratus 

who  was  governor  when Jesus was arrested and condemned to death  by 

crucifixion. Caiaphas  advised that it was better for one man  to die  for the  

people  than for the  whole nation  to perish.  He said that as the  High Priest 

that  year  in order  to maintain his friendship with  the governor.  There was a 

growing  discontent  on how  the  Roman Empire  treated its colonies. And  

Roman  soldiers  were  always  on  the  watch  for any uprising.  

Caiaphas  was subservient to the  state, but  Jesus, by way of contrast, was His 

own man.  When the Pharisees and Herodians questioned Him about the census 

tax, He did not have a coin with  Him.  He had to ask them to show Him a piece 

of currency.  Please understand that by  asking  them  for  a coin,  Jesus  made 

them aware  to their shame that  despite  the  prohibition  against  graven images 

in Exodus  20:4, they carried  one.  Jesus  scornfully  made them aware of their 

culpability.  

That image of Caesar on the coin was obviously a  proof that  they willfully  

subscribed  to  Roman Law, the  law  of the  oppressors. Religious as they were, 

they  carried a graven image  of the emperor.    

All three synoptic gospels state that hostile questioners tried to trap Jesus into 

taking an explicit and dangerous stand on whether Jews should or should not 

pay taxes to the Roman authorities. The accounts in Matthew 22:15-22 and 

Mark 12:13-17 say that the questioners were Pharisees and Herodians, while 

Luke 20:20-26 says only that they were "spies" sent by "teachers of the law and 

the chief priests".   

Despite their flattering words, they were trying to trap him, to force him into a 

no-win situation. 

Consider the circumstances:  They are living under the iron boot of a brutal 

empire which filled the earth with its idolatry. Patriotic Jews longed to throw 



off the yoke of the tyrants. They prayed for an anointed king who would free 

them from the Romans as David had freed them from the Philistines. Anyone 

advocating collaboration with the invaders could not possibly be the hoped-for 

Messiah. No, he would appear as a traitor to  their  nation. But on the other 

hand, anyone preaching resistance to Rome would be branded an enemy of the 

Empire and would wind up dead by crucifixion. 

That  question was intended to get Jesu  into trouble one way or the other.  Here 

Jesus  demonstrates His  dislike  towards  people who made efforts to trap Him. 

He unmasks it for what it is, an effort to trip him up rather than an inquiry 

proceeding from a sincere desire to know the truth.   The Pharisees anticipated 

that Jesus would oppose the tax, as their purpose was "to hand him over to the 

power and authority of the governor"(Luke 20:20).   

The governor was Pilate, and he was the man responsible for the collecting of 

taxes in Judea. At first the questioners flattered Jesus by praising his integrity, 

impartiality, and devotion to truth. Then they asked him whether or not it is 

right for Jews to pay the taxes demanded by Caesar. 

And then, rather than letting Himself be controlled and put on the spot, He 

takes charge of the conversation and puts the Pharisees on the spot. He answers 

a question with a question.   

If I were to dramatize this episode,  the script will be:  “Whose head is on that 

coin that you have in your pocket, the coin that you are using to pay for the 

temporal necessities of life?”  And they replied: “Caesar’s.”  

Next Jesus says something that makes them think, much like He did with the 

men eager to stone the woman caught in adultery (John 8). “Then give to Caesar 

what is Caesar, but give to God what is God’s.” (Mat 22:15-21). 

Rather than tossing away the image, Jesus tells them to give to Caesar what 

belongs to him – and to God what belongs to God. 

Jesus wins the battle. He transforms an attempt to make Him look bad into a 

teaching moment recorded for all time, providing all peoples and ages with 

some very important food for thought. 

My dear  people  of  God: government is a fact of life. We have rulers, laws, 

police, taxes. What should a worshiper of God make of it? Jesus teaches us as 

He  did  to  the  Pharisees:  participate in this societal infrastructure. We  don’t 



live on a deserted island but are dependent upon the system for everything from 

the food in the marketplace to protection from thieves.  We participate in 

societal activities, but  we must  never  forget  that  we need to give to God what 

is God’s.  

This is the real punch line of the story. For God has given us everything. In fact, 

it is He who raises up kings and rulers of  nations. Through these rulers, God  

provides for us. The Lord used the Babylonians to punish the stubborn 

disobedience of the kingdom of Judah. But when the time of exile was 

completed, God used the pagan Persian king, Cyrus, to break the stranglehold 

of Babylon and allow the Chosen People to return home. The prophet Isaiah 

even calls this unbeliever the messiah or anointed one! (Is 45:1-6) 

But there are also times when political rulers overstep their authority. 

Sometimes, they demand to be worshiped, like Caesar did. Other times they 

attack human dignity, violating natural law which demands that innocent 

human life be respected and that liberty be protected. These are times when 

Christians have a duty boldly to insist that while Caesar is owed his due, we 

won’t stand by and silently watch him step on God’s honor. Let us recall the 

Responsorial Psalm. 

Brothers  and sisters,  Jesus isn't teaching us  to compartmentalize life. Yes, we 

must obey the just laws of our nation. At the same time we must give to God 

what belongs to Him. And what belongs to God? All our being,  possessions, all 

that  we are, and all that  we can be.  

If  I were forced to choose between Caesar and God, I know who I would choose. 

When I die, Caesar will not judge me. God will.  

Jesus has guaranteed that the Church will last till the end of time. He did  not 

give  that same guarantee to the state. As Christians the best thing we can do 

for our country is to  choose to be good citizens of heaven.  Let us never forget  

that the Lord  is  God;   there is no other who deserves  our allegiance and 

obedience.  Ironically it is only Him who can give us real freedom.    

Amen. 

 


