Conversations with Jesus: Flattery Will Get You Nowhere
Matthew 22:15-22
Something seems wrong.

Maybe it’s because the Pharisees and Herodians show up together at the temple. It’s hard to imagine stranger bedfellows. The Pharisees oppose the Roman occupation of Palestine and are offended by the very thought of paying taxes to a foreign government. On the other hand, the Herodians are indebted to Rome for keeping their man Herod as a puppet leader.

If their showing up in cahoots seems suspiciously wrong, the way they approach Jesus takes the situation to a whole new level. Their flattery oozes out in a thick layer as they tell Jesus how much they admire his sincerity, his teaching of God’s way, and his equal treatment of people.

While it’s hard to image the partnership between the Pharisees and Herodians, it’s easy to imagine their smugness. They think they’ve hatched the perfect plan to trap Jesus once and for all. They’ll lure Jesus in with flattery and then spring the trap door with a single question: “So, Jesus, is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor or not?”

The plan is really pretty clever. By asking about the census tax Rome has imposed on every person, these unlikely partners seem to put Jesus in a lose/lose situation. If he says it’s lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, he alienates the Jews who hate the Roman occupation and its Caesar. If he says it’s unlawful to pay taxes, the people may be pleased, but Jesus will be liable for arrest by the Romans.
The problem with the plan is that Jesus doesn’t take the bait. The flattery gets the schemers nowhere. Jesus sees right through it. And then he sets a trap of his own. He asks his questioners for a coin.

Now it’s important to notice a couple of things. First, this encounter unfolds in the courtyards of the temple. It’s the very setting in which Jesus has just overturned the moneychangers’ tables. Those tables were there because Roman coinage included images—such as that of Caesar. Such images, even on coins, were never to be carried into the temple, so Jews would trade their Roman money before going into the temple to present their offerings.
The second point to notice is that when Jesus asks the Pharisees and Herodians for a coin, they immediately hand him one. These guys have carried an image of Caesar into God’s temple.

Trap set, trap sprung. The minute they produce the coin, they’re beyond any hope of recovery. They’ve carried a image of Caesar into the very temple they claim to be protecting.

Jesus has won the argument. He can walk away, having avoided the no-win question and shining a light on his critic’s hypocrisy.

But Jesus doesn’t do that. Instead he asks a question of his own: “Whose image and title are on this coin?”
I can almost see the former questioners now looking down and shifting from side to side as they answer in barely more than a whisper: “The emperor’s.”

In response, Jesus says, “Then give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s and to God the things that are God’s.”

Our story ends with the Pharisees and Herodians going away amazed. But what are we to make of Jesus’ statement?

Most biblical scholars agree on two interpretive elements of this passage. First, our modern separation of church and state—which this text often is used to support—is just that, modern. It’s highly unlikely that a devout Jew of the first century would imagine a clean separation between the political and religious spheres of life. Second, the coin that was produced likely bore not only the image of Caesar but also the title “Son of God.” A Jew’s possessing such a coin would amount to idolatry and a violation of the first two of the ten commandments.

So is Jesus saying that we owe nothing to a false god like Caesar and should reserve all things for God? Or is he inviting us to recognize that while we may owe the emperors of this world some things—like taxes—we owe God other things—like our whole selves? Or is he inviting us to avoid giving our allegiance to the material things of this world that coins can buy and demanding that our ultimate devotion go to God?
No wonder the Pharisees and Herodians were amazed. Jesus’ seemingly simple statement isn’t so simple. It invites us to grapple with the message it might hold for us.

The writer David Lose shares his hunch that Jesus isn’t advocating a full-scale retreat from the economic and political dimensions of our lives. Instead, he’s helping us recognize that all of these things are part of God’s divine economy. He’s inviting us to think regularly and relentlessly about how all of our decisions—what we buy, for whom we vote, how we spend our time—should be shaped by the confession that the whole world is God’s and everything in it, including us.

But what does that mean? Or, more to the point, how should our faith actually shape our daily decisions, particularly our economic ones? Lose points out that this can be incredibly tricky business. But he’s found that most Christians think about these things a fair amount. “For some,” he writes, “it’s a question of how much to spend on themselves or give away, while for others it’s a desire to pass on their values about money to their kids.”

How do we wrestle with this “stuff,” as Lose calls it? What do we think Jesus means? What things are Caesar’s and what are God’s? How does our faith shape our economic decisions—our buying, saving, giving, and all the rest?

And while we’re asking questions, how about these: To whom do we belong? Whose image do we bear?
Sometimes it may seem like we belong to Caesar. Taxes, legal restrictions, the possibility of fines or imprisonment. Or perhaps we feel that our job owns us. Or our families. Sometimes, we may even feel owned by our material possessions.
But to whom do we really belong? Whose inscription is on us? Whose image shapes us?

Maybe that’s part of what Jesus means. Maybe he’s reminding us that the God who made humanity in God’s own image wishes to claim us. That because we’re created in God’s image, all of who we are really belongs to God.

I recently read an essay about being created in God’s image. It was written by a man who works in our nation’s capitol to help bring nations together to work for the good of our world.

Let me share a portion of the essay with you:

I believe we are created in God’s image, an image of life—from microscopic to cosmic—cooperating to become something greater. Understanding this is vitally important—a prerequisite for humanity to survive the very narrow place that we have created for ourselves. It is a belief that coalesced on a mountain ridge in North Carolina and has taken me on a journey from selling paper to selling peace.

Look, you don’t have to believe in God to understand what I’m talking about. Almost all of us have experienced the power of being part of something larger than ourselves; a team, a campaign, a movement—an exhilarating moment when you are swept up in a force greater than the sum of its parts.

In fact each of us is greater than the sum of our parts. Think about it. We are made up of trillions of cells. But our essence, our identity, is more than the total of each cell. We are the process of all of our cells working together.

We are the product of an evolutionary course that has, over eons, progressed from proteins, to single cell organisms, colonies, simple creatures, and now to self-aware beings—humans.

We are part of a pattern of development that at each stage rewards greater cooperation between cells and between greater numbers of cells.

This blueprint is stamped on humanity, as well. We first organized around our families and clans. We grew into tribes, developed cities and kingdoms, empires, and federations. At each stage greater cooperation between larger numbers of people has been rewarded.

Of course there have been the set backs: the wars, floods, famines, and plagues that have decimated societies. Humankind’s growth process is not linear. But the direction, the pattern of evolving greater cooperation and complexity is consistent.

And now we are at a tipping point. Humanity has gone from reaching one billion souls for the first time in the 1850s, to two billion in the 1940s, to over 6.6 billion today. Our technology has given us the capacity to impact our climate and ignite a nuclear holocaust, but also extend our life spans and instantaneously communicate around the globe.

My work involves attempting to get nations to work together to solve global problems that they cannot resolve on their own. From terrorism to AIDs to nuclear proliferation, humanity faces challenges that transcend national borders. Cooperation, not domination, is the key to our success and survival.

It’s easy to believe that fear, greed, hate, or fundamentalism will tear us apart. But if you step back a moment and look at the progress we have made over the last sixty years, you can see the pattern at work.

At the end of World War II we had little concept of human rights. The word genocide had not even been invented. Since then, we have literally created thousands of international treaties, laws, and institutions. And our communications networks are improving exponentially. Debates on complex global challenges such as AIDs and climate change are now focused on how, not if, we will respond to them.

The human race has many pitfalls yet to overcome, but I believe that we will survive. We will make it, because we are created in God’s image, an image of life cooperating with life and consistently becoming more than the sum of its parts.

“Give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s and to God the things that are God’s.” In the days ahead, may we grapple with that statement as we continue to engage in our conversations with Jesus. Amen.
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