
“Trick Question”  

Sermon preached at Church on the Hill 

Lenox, Massachusetts 

Twentieth Sunday after Pentecost • Proper A24 • 22 October 2017 

The Rev. Dr. John A. Nelson 

Text: Matthew 22:15-22 

15 Then the Pharisees went and plotted to entrap him in what he said. 16 So they 

sent their disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, “Teacher, we know that you 

are sincere, and teach the way of God in accordance with truth, and show deference to no 

one; for you do not regard people with partiality. 17 Tell us, then, what you think. Is it 

lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?”  

18 But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, “Why are you putting me to the test, you 

hypocrites? 19 Show me the coin used for the tax.” And they brought him a denarius. 

20 Then he said to them, “Whose head is this, and whose title?”  

21 They answered, “The emperor’s.”  

Then he said to them, “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the 

emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”  

22 When they heard this, they were amazed; and they left him and went away.  
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The epic novel Lord of the Rings tells an intricate story of Middle Earth: a place with 

much resemblance to earth as we know it, but populated with creatures with abilities and 

appearances that our world has never seen. Among the most enigmatic is a person who lives in 

the depths of the Old Forest. His lands are not particularly extensive, but within his domain his 

power over virtually everything is extraordinary. He is a paradoxical creature, one moment 

defeating ancient forces with hardly an effort, the next capering and singing nonsensical songs. 

His name is Tom Bombadil.  

The story’s central character, Frodo, is carrying a ring of terrible power. Put it on, and a 

person will disappear from view — but that is merely a superficial feature. Its deep power is to 

wring out of its wearer all goodness and light and will, and allow evil to thrive. Tom Bombadil 

asks to see the ring. Frodo reluctantly gives it to him. Tom puts it on — and astonishingly, 

remains visible. He is the only one we meet in that world who is so at peace with who he is and 

what he has, that the ring has no power over him.  

It is strange to encounter someone who is unaffected by the temptations that pull a person 

away from the source of life and light. Strange, and beautiful, to hear about a person who truly 

has no desire for wealth. Strange and wonderful, to meet someone who doesn’t want what the 

rest of humanity seems to want — power, or influence, or long life.  

Talking of Jesus, now.  
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In those days Judea was poor, and Rome made heavy demands. Scholars say that Pontius 

Pilate upped the levy on the province to 600 talents: six million times the daily wage. The 
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sensitivity of the subject for poor people could not be overstated. The tax provoked at least one 

rebellion.  

Herod’s followers favored the tax and the Pharisees did not. But though they were 

opponents, they had both compromised with the Roman Empire. Jesus’ teachings were getting 

attention from Rome — it would not do for this upstart teacher from the backwater of Galilee to 

convince people they could ignore the empire’s demands. So they tried to trap Jesus. They asked, 

“Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” (Mt 22:17), and think they’ve got him in a 

bind. If he said yes, do your civic duty, then he would acknowledge the supreme authority of 

Emperor Tiberius and become a hypocrite in the eyes of the people. If he said no, then he can be 

accused of sedition.  

The Pharisees seek to skewer him on the horns of a dilemma. They ask, is it one or the 

other? Do you choose to follow the rules of Rome or the rules of the temple? They Jesus is told, 

pick a side.  

But Jesus saw their trap and Jesus changed the rules of the game: 

—First, show me a coin used for the tax. And they brought him a denarius.  

That Jesus asked for a coin and one of his challengers handed one over would shock any 

Jew—precisely because the emperor’s image was engraved on it, and the emperor’s title as “Son 

of God.” Just two weeks ago we heard again the ten commandments. The one most clearly 

problematic for God and the people was the question of idols: Anyone carrying an image of 

divinity would by that simple fact show himself or herself to be unfaithful to Jewish law. Their 

question to Jesus was not innocent, but wily; not respectful but intended to entrap. 

But Jesus asked to see the coin. And anyone carrying a coin had, in actual fact, chosen 

Caesar over God.  
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Jesus found a loophole — but what a loophole. Much more than a clever reading of the 

rules. Having made their compromises, the people who get their position either from Rome or 

from religion or from wealth — they see no choice but for others to do the same. But for Jesus 

there is no security in Rome. There is no safety in religious institutions. There is no hope in 

money.  

The way of Jesus does not choose sides or seek an advantage. He is here to transform our 

lives entirely.  

Give to God what belongs to God, said Jesus. The real question is not who wins the 

argument. The real question for the Pharisees and for us: Do we belong to God?  

Think of it: once every seven days we who gather here expose ourselves to God’s Word; 

many of us will see and hear that Word through the Scriptures or through works of justice and 

compassion occasionally during the rest of the week. Well and good. Yet on the average, every 

citizen in this country is distracted by up to 1,500 advertisements in the course of each day. Who 

could compete? Even God’s own self, who commands against the use of images, can hardly hold 

our attention over the noise and rush. It can be exceptionally hard to belong to God rather than 

Caesar.  
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There are some who choose to belong to God instead of the government by resisting 

every form of authority, living off the grid. That choice can have real integrity. But it’s not Jesus’ 

choice. He chose to come to Jerusalem, to face death and taxes both, and to say: death has no 

power, and neither does the tax collector, because you are God’s beloved child. By the grace of 

baptism we are citizens of God’s world. We hold dual citizenship, in that world and in this one.  

What’s important to us? Martin Luther declared, "I have held many things in my hand, 

and have lost them all; but whatever I have placed in God's hands that I still possess."  

What’s important to us? Consider the story of the lawyer who lived 500 miles away from 

her elderly father. They had not seen each other in a number of months. The father calls her up 

and asks, “When are you going to visit?” The daughter tells him about her court schedule, her 

clients, her kids, everything that prevented her from visiting.  

So the father says, “I’ve been wondering about this for some time now. When I die, do 

you intend to come to my funeral?” The lawyer responds, “Dad! I can’t believe you’d ask that. 

Of course I’d come to the funeral.” The father replies, “Good. Let’s make a deal. Forget the 

funeral. I need you more now than I will then.”  

What’s important? With whom do we cast our lot? Whom do we belong to?  

We can belong to an institution of human devising — or we can belong to God, revealed 

where there is love. We can belong to the empire or to the temple — or we can belong to God. 

We can name ourselves Republican or Democrat or Independent; we can get wrapped up in our 

identity as Congregational or Episcopalian or Catholic, Jewish or Muslim or Zoroastrian — or 

we can accept God’s name for us, which is “beloved.”  

“But I have to …” — no, you are made of love, for love, to give love.  

“But they want …”  — no, you are made of love, for love, to give love.  

“But the government requires …”— no, you are made of love, for love, to give love.  

“But the church needs …” — no, you are made of love, for love, to give love.  
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Jesus asked to see the coin. Anyone carrying a coin also had, in actual fact, chosen the 

emperor over God. And then the punch line:  

—OK, give the emperor what belongs to the emperor; give God what belongs to God. 

If the coin belongs to the one whose image is on it — the emperor Tiberius, or a former 

president — then what belongs to God? What bears God’s image?  

Why, we do. Women and men, we are as an image of God.  

We belong to God. God knows us, and calls us by name. God calls Boothie, Barbara, 

Walton, Elaine, Tanny, Noelle … I want to stand here and repeat each beautiful name … but let 

me leave the calling to your imagination, and your trust that God does name us as God’s own. 

God gives us to one another to treasure. This God above all gods who forms light and creates 

darkness, who makes weal and creates woe, this God of life went so far as to meet the Pharisees 

and the Herodians, to receive their question, to choose neither one party nor the other but tell 

them the coin means nothing, its value is piffle, but God is beautiful and just and God has made 
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you in just that way. God will not be controlled by their likes, and God will not be controlled by 

us.  

So look in your soul for that wish for more money: empty it out and in its place put the 

water of baptism that declares you worthy beyond measure.  

Look in your soul for the desire for knowledge: empty it out and put there the new 

covenant of heaven on earth, revealed in the sharing of bread and cup.  

Look in your soul for the longing to matter: empty it out and put there the cross that says, 

even death can no longer sting, because I belong to the one who fills this world and the next with 

wholeness and harmony, justice and joy! 
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And if this is the first sermon you have ever heard, and in case it is the last, remember 

this: You are God’s: you are rich beyond measure.   

You are God’s: you are rich beyond measure.   

You are God’s: you are rich beyond measure.   


