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(Before reading the text)  

     This week has been the third and last debate.  It was a time when many of us tuned in to see which candidate might manipulate the other into saying something he might be sorry for later.  Each had their attempts to accuse the other of taxing the wrong people.  Depending upon your own point of view or if you made more or less that $250, 000 you were drawn to one or the other’s argument regarding taxes.  This is not a new phenomenon.   

     Well nearly two thousand years ago there was another debate.  This too appeared to center around taxes and whether or not they should be paid.  Let’s turn to Mathew 22:15-22

     (read the text)

     As you can see this too was a debate that hoped to trip up the one to whom the question was put.  But before we get into that we first need to address the question of who the debaters were.  Those coming with the question were Pharisees, members of the elite religious class.  They came with a question that they hoped would expose their opponent.  And just in case they were successful they brought with them the Herodians.  These were those who were loyal to Herod, the legal authority in Jerusalem.  They were unlikely bedfellows with the Pharisees who normally did not want to be associated with the Herodians. But on this occasion they might come in handy. More on that in a moment.  These two groups saw as their adversary a young preacher who was causing a great disturbance in the religious circles.  Hence the necessity for “friendly debate.”

     The meeting started out as the debate this week did, both sides came out shaking hands.  The Pharisees began with a wonderful flattering affirmation of the young preacher: Teacher, we know that you are sincere ( wow, that’s a nice stroke, be it ever so ironic – as we will soon discover that they were not) and teach the way of God in accordance with truth (is that what they really were after?) And they continue: and show deference to no one; for you do not regard people with partiality.  If one were not careful one could get a pretty high opinion of themselves if they listened to this very long.  But that is just the purpose of the debater – to disarm his or her opponent.  

     Then comes the hook!  The opponent is set up and now is the time to strike.  So they ask an innocent sounding question:  Tell us then, what do
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you think.  Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?  The Herodians were there to hear the answer just so that if he said no you should not pay money to the emperor they would immediately arrest him for treason.  The Pharisees would be rid of this rabble rouser. And all this excitement about religion would die down and they would preserve the faith as they understood it.  The Pharisees thought they had this young preacher in a pinch.  If he said yes, pay the tax, those following him would turn against him and his work would be finished.  Either way they felt that they would win!

     But they did not count on this young preacher’s response.  He saw through their flattery and their attempted fast-shuffle!  I suppose just seeing the Pharisees and the Herodians together would be enough to alert one that something askew was happening.  But at any rate the young preacher responded by asking them why they were trying to bamboozle him?  But he didn’t wait for an answer. He asked them a second question:  Show me a coin used for the taxation.  They did.  Now it was his turn to take charge of the debate:  Whose head is this, and whose title?  They answered, the emperor’s.  And then he made this statement: Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s and to God the things that are God’s.  Debate over!  Finished! Completed!  One can see his antagonists shaking their heads as the turn a walk away embarrassed.  

     So you ask: what has all that have to do with us?  We know we have to pay taxes.  Is not an issue for us, even though we wish we didn’t have to!  Is this a case for the legitimacy of government?  Does this mean that whatever the government wants we have to give in order to support the programs they chose?  When they want to raise our taxes are we to simply submit and pay them?  Because the emperor didn’t consult his subjects regarding taxes, he simply indicated what they owed, do we have no voice?  Hardly!

     I don’t think this debate was about taxes at all!  I think it is about one’s heart!  If we would take Jesus’ question one step further we could say show me the followers of God, whose image is on them, whose title do they bear.  These same detractors of his would need to turn away without answering.  They would immediately know that we are made in God’s image and that we are to reflect those things that God has placed in us.  We belong to God in all the many aspects of our being: social, economic, religious, political, etc.
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     In the reading of Exodus we are reminded of the absolute awesomeness of God.  God’s presence is not something that humankind can look upon face to face.  But when Moses asked to behold God, he was not denied.  God said:  while my glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock , and I will cover you with my hand until I have passed by; then I will take way my hand and you shall see my back; but my face shall not be seen.  It is this God whose image we bear.  It is this one who is celebrated in Psalm 99 Extol the Lord our God; worship at his footstool. Holy is He!  
    As image bearers we are to reflect God’s expectation of justice and mercy. God strives for equity and righteousness.  While the standard is high and we might even say, unattainable – God is a forgiving God.  The Psalm concludes: Extol the Lord our God, and worship at his holy mountain; for the Lord our God is holy.  

     Lest we think that worshipping God is taken care of here on Sunday morning… we need to think again.  As image bearers he does not want our worship if we do not reflect in our lives the God we serve.  

     While this passage in Mathew does not address the church-state question.  While it does not give us answers about faith based initiatives being supported by government taxation.  It does call us to a realization that:

all we are

and all we do 

and all we have

is stamped with the image of God and bears the title of the King of Kings.

           Pay to God what is God’s!     
