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Our Prime Directive
By Pastor Donald Neidigk 
[bookmark: _Hlk53557933]Matthew 22:15-22
Series A, Pentecost 21, October 18, 2026 
Therefore render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's. Matthew 22:21b
	If you grew up on Star Trek as I did, you’ll remember General Order #1, aka, The Prime Directive.  Issued by Star Fleet command, the Prime Directive prohibited any interference with the affairs of alien civilizations.  But of course, the crew of the Enterprise never followed the Prime Directive.  If they did, there wouldn’t be 50 years of Star Trek TV episodes.
[bookmark: _Hlk53561512]	The Christian Church has a Prime Directive too.  It’s spoken by Jesus in the Gospel lesson when he says, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” (v 21b) In other words, as the church, we have our primary areas of concern, the things of God.  The world of politics and government has their’s. In theology, we call it the Two Kingdoms, the Kingdom of the Right, God’s, and the Kingdom of the Left, this world’s.
	Jesus gives us our Prime Directive during several incidents in which he clarifies what’s different about God’s kingdom and the world’s kingdom. In one incident, Mrs. Zebedee, James’ and John’s mother, asks Jesus to give her sons important positions in the Kingdom of Heaven.  
Jesus sees this as a teaching moment.  He calls together the disciples and tells them, “The rulers of the Gentiles (that is, the politicians) lord it over them. . . .  It shall not be so among you.  Whoever would be great among you must be your slave.” (Matthew 20:20-28)  So, politicians are in it for the power.  But in the Kingdom of God, disciples of Jesus are servants. 
	In today’s lesson, Jesus is confronted by the Herodians.  They were secular, non-religious Jews who supported the Herod family.  The Herod family held power at the pleasure of Caesar. People who wanted to get rich and have important jobs supported Caesar and the Herods.  Jesus was seen as a threat to their secularism.  So, the Herodians, who didn’t like Jesus at all, tried to trap him into saying something that would get him locked up.
	“Tell us . . . what do you think.  Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?”  (v 17) the Herodians ask Jesus.  This is a perfect gotcha question.  If Jesus says, “Yes, it’s lawful to pay taxes to Caesar,” than all the people who hate the Romans and the Herod family will turn against Jesus. Maybe they’ll stone him to death.  That’s what riled up mobs used to do. But if Jesus says, “No, it’s not lawful to pay taxes to Caesar,” the Romans and Herodians will have Jesus arrested and probably killed.
	But Jesus hadn’t come to challenge the politicians who ran an earthly kingdom.  He came to establish the Kingdom of God which is completely different.  God’s kingdom is about calling people to repentance.  It’s about living a holy life, loving one’s neighbor, serving one another in humility, turning the other cheek when mistreated, forgiving and being forgiven. It’s about caring for the sick, the poor, the lonely, and the prisoner.
	There’s a place for rulers and politicians.  We need them.  Someone has to defend the people from our enemies and lock up the bad guys.  Someone has to build and maintain the roads and deliver the mail.  Someone has to see that there are water and sewer systems and trash collection.  Someone has to judge and settle disputes.  But that’s not the responsibility of the Kingdom of God.
	So, Jesus very wisely answers, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” (v 21b) In other words, the church has its focus.  Government has another.  The government does not derive its authority from the church.  The church does not derive its authority from the government.  Both are instituted by God, but both have entirely different purposes.
	Government is about common grace, to use a Reformed term.  When it works properly for the benefit of the people, it protects our earthly freedoms and property and allows us to live quiet and peaceful lives.  The church on the other hand, is about special or saving grace.  It administers Word and Sacraments for our spiritual benefit.  When we receive the means of grace in faith, our sins are forgiven and we have a clean conscience toward God and a happy heart.  Government can’t reconcile anyone to God.  Only the means of grace the church offers can do that.
	So that’s the difference between the Kingdom of the Left and the Kingdom of the Right.  The left-hand kingdom has to do with an orderly society on earth.  The right-hand kingdom has to do with delivering us from the power of sin, death and the devil.  The power of the left-hand kingdom is law and the fear of punishment.  Law doesn’t save anyone.  It just scares us into behaving.  
The power of the right-hand kingdom is Gospel.  Only the Gospel saves us.  It’s the good news that Jesus died for our sins and lives to gain for us forgiveness and eternal life. The Gospel’s power is love, God’s love in Christ for us, and our love for God and others as a response to his love.
This doesn’t mean Christians can’t be involved in politics and government.  Of course they can!  The New Testament speaks of many Christians who were believers and worked as civil servants.  Even John the Baptist, when soldiers asked what they should do for repentance, didn’t tell them to get out of the army.  He just told them not to take anything from anyone by force, and be content with their wages. (Luke 3:14)  
So Christians don’t have to be silent.  We can do whatever our civil laws allow; petition the government, vote, peacefully demonstrate, support or oppose legislation, even run for office.  But the church needs to stay out of political campaigns. It always ends badly when the church endorses candidates or political parties or gives a politician the pulpit.  
Before he died, Billy Graham said one of his greatest regrets was identifying himself so closely with President Nixon who turned out to be a crook. Now his son Franklin Graham is making the same mistake.  That’s not appropriate for a pastor of the church.  Church leaders can vote for whomever they choose, but they’re not to mix politics and the Gospel.  
Having said that, the church never gives up its prophetic voice.  We’re always to defend and protect the rights of the poor, the widow, the orphan, the unborn, the refugee and the immigrant, minorities, prisoners and the mentally and physically ill.  Caring for the helpless is the clear teaching of the prophets in the Old Testament and Jesus in the New Testament.  And we’re to do all we can to protect the environment. After all, the original job of Adam and Eve was to take care of the garden.
These are all social issues that Christians and the church are rightly concerned about. The church can’t tell you whom to vote for, but it can make very clear what the moral and social values of the Bible are so you can intelligently make your own decisions.
That’s our Prime Directive.  Keep clear the difference between the Kingdom of the Left and the Kingdom of the Right.  And keep the main thing the main thing.  The church is not about government; it’s about the Gospel, the good news that Jesus saves sinners.  
We pray:
Lord, give me eyes that look to Jesus so that I learn from him what I am to believe and do as a subject of the Kingdom of God.  In his name I pray, amen.
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Isaiah 45:1-7
Thus says the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus,
    whose right hand I have grasped,
to subdue nations before him
    and to loose the belts of kings,
to open doors before him
    that gates may not be closed:
2 “I will go before you
    and level the exalted places,
I will break in pieces the doors of bronze
    and cut through the bars of iron,
3 I will give you the treasures of darkness
    and the hoards in secret places,
that you may know that it is I, the LORD,
    the God of Israel, who call you by your name.
4 For the sake of my servant Jacob,
    and Israel my chosen,
I call you by your name,
    I name you, though you do not know me.
5 I am the LORD, and there is no other,
    besides me there is no God;
    I equip you, though you do not know me,
6 that people may know, from the rising of the sun
    and from the west, that there is none besides me;
    I am the LORD, and there is no other.
7 I form light and create darkness;
    I make well-being and create calamity;
    I am the LORD, who does all these things.
1 Thessalonians 1:1-10
Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy, To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ:Grace to you and peace.
2 We give thanks to God always for all of you, constantly mentioning you in our prayers, 3 remembering before our God and Father your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. 4 For we know, brothers loved by God, that he has chosen you, 5 because our gospel came to you not only in word, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction. You know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake. 6 And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, for you received the word in much affliction, with the joy of the Holy Spirit, 7 so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia. 8 For not only has the word of the Lord sounded forth from you in Macedonia and Achaia, but your faith in God has gone forth everywhere, so that we need not say anything. 9 For they themselves report concerning us the kind of reception we had among you, and how you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, 10 and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come.
Matthew 22:15-22
15 Then the Pharisees went and plotted how to entangle him in his words. 16 And they sent their disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, “Teacher, we know that you are true and teach the way of God truthfully, and you do not care about anyone's opinion, for you are not swayed by appearances. 17 Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?” 18 But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, “Why put me to the test, you hypocrites? 19 Show me the coin for the tax.” And they brought him a denarius. 20 And Jesus said to them, “Whose likeness and inscription is this?” 21 They said, “Caesar's.” Then he said to them, “Therefore render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's.” 22 When they heard it, they marveled. And they left him and went away.


