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WHAT IS YOUR HIGHEST ALLEGIANCE IN L IFE? 

For years in schools across America, the day began with the Pledge of Allegiance. Children 
were taught to honor the American flag and the nation it represented. That is one of many 
allegiances in life. We give honor to any number of causes and people. The critical issue is 
how we select what we give honor to. Allegiance to wrong things leads to potential disaster. 
Allegiance to honorable things can result in more joy and fulfillment in life. Choose wisely. 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

The conflict between Jesus and the Jewish 
religious leaders had been brewing for 
months. With the cleansing of the temple 
(Matt. 21:12-13), it had reached a boiling 
point. What followed would be several 
more days of confrontation with the chief 
priests and elders. The thrust of the con-
frontation centered around Jesus’s author-
ity and the rejection of His authority by the 
religious elite. 

In His indictment of the establishment, 
Jesus had used three parables to teach 
about the kingdom of God. The first will be 
last, Jesus had said. In saying that, He was 
pointing to the fact that those who seemed 
to be farthest from the kingdom of heaven  
would enter the kingdom and the religious 
leaders would not. 

The first two of these parables are in Mat-
thew 21. The third one begins chapter 22. 
This final parable (vv. 1-14) pictured a wed-
ding feast where those invited declined the 
invitation by treating violently the ones who 
had delivered it. The result was devastating 
to those invited. Their failure resulted in 

the invitation being extended to all who 
would come. This parable continues the 
theme of those who might be considered 
outside of the kingdom actually entering 
the kingdom. 

Matthew’s Gospel is full of triplets—group-
ings of threes to form his narrative, whether 
it is three parables, three healings, and now, 
three questions from three different groups 
opposing him. These will be the Pharisees 
and Herodians, the Sadducees, and finally 
a Pharisee. Each of the three questions was 
designed to trap Jesus, but He adeptly han-
dled each question to the amazement of the 
crowds. Teeing off from these questions, 
Jesus questioned the leaders concerning 
David’s assertion that the Messiah was his 
Lord. This section closes with a long con-
demnation of the scribes and Pharisees in 
chapter 23. Jesus warned the disciples and 
the crowd to avoid the hypocrisy of these 
leaders as He pronounced a series of woes 
on them for their wickedness.
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Key WordsMatthew 22:15-22,34-40

15 Then the Pharisees A went and plotted how to trap him by 
what he said. 16 So they sent their disciples to him, along with 
the Herodians. B “Teacher,” they said, “we know that you are 
truthful and teach truthfully the way of God. C You don’t care 
what anyone thinks nor do you show partiality. D 17 Tell us, then, 
what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar E or not?”  
18 Perceiving their malicious intent, Jesus said, “Why are you test-
ing me, hypocrites? 19 Show me the coin used for the tax.” They 
brought him a denarius. 20 “Whose image and inscription F is 
this?” he asked them. 21 “Caesar’s,” they said to him. Then he 
said to them, “Give, G then, to Caesar the things that are Cae-
sar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” 22 When they heard 
this, they were amazed. So they left him and went away. [ . . . ]  
34 When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Saddu-
cees, H they came together. 35 And one of them, an expert in the 
law, asked a question to test him: 36 “Teacher, which command 
in the law is the greatest?” I 37 He said to him, “Love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your 
mind. 38 This is the greatest and most important command. 
39 The second is like it: J Love your neighbor as yourself. 40 All 
the Law and the Prophets K depend on these two commands.”

A. Pharisees focused on keeping 
the law and the oral traditions 
more than on political issues. 

B. Jews who were loyal to Herod 
Antipas. The Herodians likely 
viewed Jesus as a political, not 
religious, threat.

C. The ethical demands of 
God’s law, similar to “the way of 
righteousness” (Matt. 21:32). 

D. Jesus was not influenced by 
popular opinion.

E. Probably an annual one-
denarius tax paid by all men 
and women who were not 
Roman citizens.

F. The denarius had an image 
of the emperor on one side and 
the inscription of “God and High 
Priest” on the other.

G. To give what is rightfully due. 
Caesar was due the tax, but that 
did not diminish one’s ability to 
honor and worship God.

H. The wealthy, priestly class. 
Sadducees were more political 
and controlled the temple.

I. Jewish scholars often debated 
how to rank commands in the law.

J. Quoting Leviticus 19:18, Jesus 
placed loving your neighbor 
alongside loving God. One cannot 
love God without loving neighbors 
(1 John 4:20).

K. The entirety of the Hebrew 
Scriptures rests on the foundation 
of loving God and loving others.
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

1. Government Authority
(Matt. 22:15-22)

We are called to submit to government 
officials and laws.

 •  �What does it look like to honor our 
government in today’s culture?

2. God’s Authority
(Matt. 22:34-40)

We are to honor God exclusively as the 
one true God and to love our neighbor  
as ourselves.

 •  �Why do you think Jesus gave the lawyer 
two commands instead of just one?

 •  �What’s at the heart of this command 
to love other people? What does 
this demonstrate? 

Apply the Text
Discuss with your Bible study group 
various ways followers of Jesus can 
demonstrate their allegiance to God. 

KEY DOCTRINE:
The Christian and the Social Order

Means and methods used for the 
improvement of society and the 
establishment of righteousness among 
men can be truly and permanently 
helpful only when they are rooted in 
the regeneration of the individual by 
the saving grace of God in Jesus Christ. 
(See Romans 13:1-2; 1 Timothy 2:1-2.)

BIBLE SKILL:
Use multiple Scripture passages to 
understand a Bible passage.

In Matthew 22:17-21, Jesus spoke about 
giving to Caesar what is Caesar’s and 
to God what is God’s. Compare this to 
Acts 5:27-29; Romans 13:1-7; and 1 Peter 
2:13-17. Based on all these passages, 
write a description of the Christian’s 
responsibilities toward government.
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TALK IT OUT

Read Matthew 22:37-38. How do the three 
aspects of heart, soul, and mind differ, 
and why do you think Jesus emphasized 
all of them?

In an attempt to trap Jesus, an expert in 
the law approached Him and asked, “Which 
command in the law is the greatest?” Jesus 
replied that the greatest command was 
to “love the Lord your God with all your 
heart, with all your soul, and with all your 
mind.” He followed this with a second com-
mand, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 
Jesus was quoting Deuteronomy 6:5 and 
Leviticus 19:18. All of the Old Testament 
commands and teachings fulfilled those 
two directives.

Why do you think Jesus calls this the 
“greatest commandment”? What makes it 
foundational to the rest of Scripture?

Loving God means intentionally aligning 
our thoughts, choices, and actions with 
His character and purposes. To love God 
with all our hearts involves prioritizing Him 
in our affections and desires. To love Him 
with all our soul means to trust Him deeply 
and worship Him sincerely. To love Him 
with all our minds requires that we engage 
His Word and seek His wisdom. 

What challenges do you face in loving God 
fully? Discuss ways you can grow in your 
love for God.

Memorize Matthew 22:37-38, looking for 
ways to do all three actions called for in 
these verses.

Prayer Requests / Notes
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DAILY EXPLORATION

Day 1: Matthew 22:15-17

Compare verse 15 to Luke 20:20.

This begins a section in which Jesus was 
questioned by three groups, all attempting 
to trick Him into saying something that 
could be used to arrest Him. He had just con-
demned the religious leaders with a series of 
three parables. Verse 15 says “then”—aris-
ing out of Jesus’s rebuke—the Pharisees 
plotted how they might “trap him.” 

Since the intent of this encounter was to 
trick Jesus, the Pharisees, who would be 
identifiable by their clothing, sent their 
disciples to do their dirty work. They were 
joined by the Herodians, a group of loyal-
ists to Herod’s family. These unlikely allies 
normally would be oceans apart, yet they 
worked together in trying to get Jesus to 
speak against either the Mosaic law or the 
Roman rule in Israel. 

The confrontation began with flattery, 
then the question: should we “pay taxes 
to Caesar or not?” This tax was resented 
by the Jews because it represented Roman 
occupation. The idea of paying tribute to 
Rome was incredibly distasteful. If Jesus 
declared that the hated tax should be paid, 
this would bring the ire of the crowds and 
the loss of popularity among the people. If 
Jesus denounced the tax, it would bring the 
wrath of Rome (represented by the Herodi-
ans), and Jesus could be accused of treason 
by the Roman government. This was a trap 
with no apparent way to win. 

How is Matthew 22:15-17 connected 
to 21:23-27?

Day 2: Matthew 22:18-20

Underline “malicious intent” 
and “hypocrites.”

Jesus saw their “malicious intent” and 
rebuked them as “hypocrites.” Hypocrite 
was a theater term that referred to a play 
actor; it could also refer to an impersonator 
or pretender. It was apparent what they 
were trying to do.  

Roman taxes were required to be paid with 
Roman coins bearing the emperor’s image 
on the coin. In response to Jesus’s request, 
they gave Him a “denarius.” While the tax 
was not a huge amount of money (a day’s 
wage), the idea of the tax itself was repug-
nant to the Jewish people. Add to that the 
fact that the coin needed to pay the tax 
had the image of Caesar and his inscrip-
tion on it. The Mosaic law forbid the use of 
graven images, giving double offense to the 
whole situation. 

Quite possibly the coin given to Jesus 
was minted by the current emperor, Tibe-
rius Caesar. The inscription on that coin 
included the emperor’s face and, on the 
backside, a picture of him sitting on a 
throne. In the image of the throne, Caesar 
was wearing a priestly robe. The inscription 
read “God and High Priest.” While this was 
highly offensive to the Jews, this was not 
the focus of Jesus’s attention. Turning to 
His critics, He asked, “whose image and 
inscription is this?” In asking this question, 
Jesus had turned the tables on those seek-
ing to entrap Him.

What does verse 18 reveal about Jesus?
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Day 3: Matthew 22:21-22

Consider why the leaders were 
“amazed” (v. 22).

The antagonists readily answered Jesus’s 
question by stating that the image and 
inscription was Caesar’s. They were con-
fident they had trapped Jesus and waited 
for His next reply. What came next was not 
what was expected. “Give . . . to Caesar the 
things that are Caesar’s, and to God the 
things that are God’s.” When Jesus said 
give, He used a word that meant “give up, or 
give back,” meaning render to Caesar and to 
God what is rightfully due to them. 

In stating this, Jesus recognized the legit-
imate responsibility of His followers to be 
obedient to the government, which includes 
paying lawful taxes. (See also Rom. 13:6.) 
We must not forget the second part of 
Jesus’s response: we are to give to God the 
things that are God’s. While believers are 
to give the government taxes that are due, 
their ultimate duty is to honor God, the Cre-
ator and Giver of all things. Jesus will spell 
out in the next section what allegiance or 
honor to God looks like. 

Jesus’s response caught everyone by sur-
prise: “they were amazed.” That amaze-
ment no doubt involved two things: the 
clever way Jesus had avoided their trap 
and the deeply profound answer Jesus 
had given. 

What are the things you are to give to God? 

Day 4: Matthew 22:34-36

Compare verse 35 to verse 18.

After the question about paying taxes, Jesus 
was approached by the Sadducees with a 
question about the resurrection (vv. 23-33). 
The Sadducees were the wealthy aristo-
crats of Judaism and included those who 
served as the chief priests. They did not 
believe in supernatural things like angels, 
demons, and the resurrection. 

Next the “Pharisees . . . came together” for 
a second try at trapping Jesus. This time 
the Pharisees themselves confronted Jesus; 
there would be no more sending their dis-
ciples. Their spokesman is identified as an 
“expert in the law,” or a scribe and teacher 
of the law who was perhaps the most 
learned among the gathered Pharisees. He 
posed a question to Jesus “to test him.” 

His question was one of theology: “Which 
command in the law is the greatest?” This 
was an age-old debate among the rabbis. 
The rabbis taught that Moses had received 
613 laws on Mount Sinai. Could they be 
boiled down to the most important ones? 
A scheme had been created that labeled 
some laws as “heavier,” meaning they were 
a higher priority. Some were not as criti-
cal and were called the “lighter” laws. In 
Psalm 15, David boiled the essential laws 
down to eleven. Isaiah pared them down to 
six (Isa. 33:15-16), while the prophet Micah 
got them down to three things required by 
God (Mic. 6:8). Finally, both Amos and 
Habakkuk boiled them down to one central 
command (Amos 5:4; Hab. 2:4).  

How is it possible to be an “expert” in 
Scripture yet miss the One to whom it points?
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Day 5: Matthew 22:37-40

Compare these verses to 
Deuteronomy 6:4-5.

Jesus quoted Deuteronomy 6:4-5. In these 
verses is wrapped up how God’s people 
are to honor Him and show allegiance to 
Him. “Love the Lord your God with all your 
heart, with all your soul, and with all your 
mind.” The word heart includes our affec-
tions. Soul speaks of all our life surrendered 
to God and His service. Mind speaks of 
our intellect and thinking capacity. These 
words describe giving God our ultimate 
allegiance to honor Him. 

Jesus proclaimed that loving God whole-
heartedly was the “greatest and most 
important” of all the commandments. How-
ever, Jesus wasn’t finished. The Mosaic law 
is symbolically represented by the “two tab-
lets” of the law—the first four command-
ments deal with the vertical relationship 
with God, while the last six command-
ments relate to horizontal relationships 
with others. Because of this, Jesus said, 
there was one more command that was 
essential. “The second is like it,” meaning 
a commandment that is equally important. 
“Love your neighbor as yourself.” 

All other laws come from these two. What 
had initially started as a question about 
the priority of government versus religion 
ended in an emphasis on honoring and 
loving God completely and demonstrating 
His love to others.  

How are you loving God with all your heart, 
soul, and mind?

How are you loving your neighbor as yourself?

APPLY THE TE X T

Consider the relationships, enter-
tainments, activities, and the things 
you are focused on in your life. 
How is God honored in the various 
aspects of your life? Identify a next 
step you might take in one of those 
areas to honor God more. 

JOURNAL
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