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The “gotcha question”—you know, the kind of question that puts you on the spot… that catches 

you no matter how you answer it—has been around for a long time.   

It is the kind of question that is meant to trap the answerer—the kind the media are constantly 

asking the candidates (or their spokespeople) these days… 

In this week’s gospel reading, Jesus faces a “gotcha question” of his own… from an unlikely 

alliance of religious and political leaders—Herodians (loyalists to Rome) and Pharisees (among the 

Jewish religious elite).  About the only thing these two groups had in common was their growing 

dislike / distrust of Jesus.   

The Pharisees, as you know, have been confronting and “testing” Jesus throughout his ministry.  

But now, after Jesus has entered Jerusalem to the adoration and cheers of the crowds, the stakes 

have been raised.  He is no longer just a nuisance.  He is a threat—to both the religious and 

political orders.   

The Pharisees want to arrest Jesus (Matthew tells us just before today’s reading), but they are 

afraid of his popular support.  So they send some of their disciples to hook up with the Herodians 

in order to trap him by asking a politically loaded question – to either undermine Jesus’ popularity 

with the crowds… or to get him in trouble with the Roman authorities.  Either way, they will 

accomplish their goal…   

They begin with flattery / false praise… perhaps to soften Jesus up…“Teacher, we know that you are 

sincere… that you teach the way of God in accordance with truth… that you show deference to no one… for 

you do not regard people with partiality…” 

Whatever their true intent with these sugary words, they do speak the truth—Jesus is sincere… and 

he does teach the way of God in accordance with truth. 

“Tell us what you think, Jesus.  Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?”   

Their “gotcha question” is beyond clever… with an obvious double edge.  You see, it is not just 

taxes, in general, that are up for debate here.  It is a particular tax.  1st century Jews in Palestine 

paid a lot of different taxes (as we do today)—they had temple taxes and land taxes and customs 

and trade taxes (just to name a few).   

The tax in question here is a particularly offensive tax—the imperial tax (or census or “head” 

tax)—paid to Rome to support the Roman occupation of Israel.  Yeah, that’s right.  Every year 

every Jewish person had to pay the equivalent of a laborer’s daily wage for the “privilege” of being 

a subject of the Roman Empire… for supporting the cost of Rome’s occupation of their land.  For 

the Jewish people, this tax was a symbol of their lost freedom… their powerlessness as a subject 

people.   

To add insult to injury, this tax had to be paid with a Roman coin—the denarius—which had the 

image of the emperor stamped on one side… along with the inscription: Tiberius Caesar, son of the 

divine Augustus, most high priest—literally forcing devout Jews to break the first two 

commandments (no other gods / graven images).   
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You can see why the topic of the imperial tax was a “hot” / divisive one… and how one’s opinion 

of it was immediately revealing.   

If Jesus answers “yes”—that paying the tax is lawful—he will offend the Pharisees… and most in 

the crowd who hate the empire’s constant meddling… not to mention the poor who are especially 

burdened by this particular “flat tax.”  On the other hand, if Jesus answers “no”—speaking out 

against the tax—it won’t be long before the Herodians report such seditious talk back to the 

powers that be… and Jesus will be arrested as a traitor / political rebel.   

It is a well-laid trap.  There is no safe answer.  Answer the question, Jesus – yes? or no?  His 

opponents are sure that whatever he answers, the “problem of Jesus’ is about to solved.   

But Jesus not only evades their trap; he entangles them in their own trap.  He is not fooled by their 

sugary words of flattery.  He is well aware of their true purposes…  

He asks to see the coin used to pay the tax in question—the coin of the Empire.  This is a clever 

move… because it allows all the on-lookers—including us—to see what Jesus already knows.  

Jesus is the one being put on the spot; but it is his questioners who are more deeply entangled with 

/ complicit in the “economy” of the Roman Empire.   

Jesus doesn’t have the coin—but his opponents have no trouble producing the Roman coin in 

question, even in the Temple…  

Holding up the coin, he asks them, “Whose image / likeness is this… and whose title?”  “It is the 

emperor’s” they reply.   

“Well then, give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s…” he says – and it seems as if Jesus has 

agreed with those who collaborate with Rome.  But in the next breath, he adds, “and give to God the 

things that are God’s.”   

And suddenly, the tables are turned—for the faithful in attendance confess that everything belongs 

to God.   

These last words… change everything!  These words put the emperor firmly in his place under the 

rule / reign of God.  It proclaims that God reigns / rules over everything and everyone.  Suddenly 

Caesar becomes small / insignificant against the God of all creation…his image / empire seems 

puny against God’s greatness… his lack of compassion for his subjects is glaring when he’s up 

against God! 

This takes the “gotcha question” meant to trap (and ultimately kill)… and opens it up into the life-

giving teaching about our relationship with God, the Creator and Ruler of all.   

With these words, Jesus doesn’t just evade their trap—he issues a challenge.  Jesus reveals the 

truth about his would-be accusers… and at the same time, he calls them to a higher level of 

faithfulness…   

Might Jesus be doing the same to us today?  Not trying to trick / trap us… but 1) reminding us of 

the difference for us as citizens of this world… and citizens of the kingdom… 2) asking us to 

declare our allegiance – to God… above everyone / everything else?   
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Whose likeness / image is on us?   

I suspect that it would have been next to impossible for Jesus’ audience to hear his words here… 

and not hear echoes of Genesis 1 – “Let us make humankind in our image,” God says, “according to our 

likeness.”  I would guess that those listening to Jesus’ words here would have harkened back to 

God’s pronouncement that we are created in God’s own image… that we, humans, bear God’s very 

likeness…and are created to reflect God’s very nature.   

And since we are created in the image and likeness of God… since we bear God’s very likeness... 

we are to act like God.  NOT like gods, who lord their authority over others for self-gain… but like 

God, the One who creates and nurtures and sustains and redeems and saves – at great cost.   

We are called to “look like God” (reflect God)—in what we say… in what we do.  We are called to 

serve as God’s partners / co-workers—to extend to ALL people the life that God wishes for ALL!   

Notice: despite the fact that Jesus’ opponents provide a coin with the graven image and confession 

of Caesar’s divinity, Jesus doesn’t accuse them of blasphemy or disloyalty.  He calls them 

hypocrites—those who, literally, wear another “false” likeness.  So maybe the charge against those 

trying to “trap” Jesus—then… and now—is that they have forgotten who they are… in whose likeness 

and image they are made…    

“Give to Caesar the things that belong to Caesar… and give to God the things that are God’s.” 

- What things are Caesar’s?  What are God’s? 

- Is Jesus saying that we owe nothing to a false god like Caesar?   

- Is he inviting us to see that while we may owe the “emperors / rules of this world” some 

things—like taxes—we owe God other things—like our whole selves? 

- What does it mean for our loyalty / obedience to God to be greater than our loyalty / 

obedience to anyone… or anything else?   

- What does it mean for the cross to hold central place… amid our other pledges of 

allegiance?   

There are economic and political dimensions of our lives—we know this all too well.  Here, Jesus 

reminds us that ALL of these things are part of God’s economy…. ALL of these things “belong to 

God.”  God is God over the secular… as well as the spiritual.  And ALL our decisions—what we 

buy… how we spend out time… who we vote for… what we stand for—should be shaped by the 

confession that the whole world is God’s and everything in it—including us!   

Yes, there are elements of our lives that are part of this world… and should be given back to Caesar.  

But our deepest self… is God’s!  And if we remember that, all the rest of life takes on greater focus 

and meaning.   

To whom do we belong?  WE belong to God. 

Whose image is on us?  WE bear the image of God… we have God tattooed on our foreheads… 

and on our hearts.  Yes, WE are made in the image / likeness of God.  So there can be no doubt 

what Jesus means here… when he says to give to God the things that are God’s.  It is to God that we 

belong.  It is God who claims us as God’s own.  We do not belong to anything or anyone else.   
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We don’t even belong to ourselves.  We belong to God – in all our being… with all our talents, 

interests, time, and yes, our money.   

We give thee but thine own, whate’er the gift may be.   All that we have is thine alone, a trust, O 

Lord, from thee.   

The coins (and bills) of this world bear the images of dead presidents / slave owners / political 

leaders… but each of us bears another’s image—God’s.  And it is that image… that identity that 

shapes our behavior and our words, guiding and urging us to be who we are created / called to 

be.   

Our money says “In God we trust”… but is our trust / loyalty really in the God of the cross?  Or in 

the leaders / empires of this world?   

What if we marked our credit cards with the sign of the cross?  Would it change the decisions we 

make re: money? Our buying habits… who / what we support?   

It might cause us to reflect on whether or not our purchase / support is aligned with our God-

given identity… with the values of God…  

It might root us more deeply in our faith and invite us to reflect on how our faith shapes our daily 

lives—especially our economic and political lives…  

“Give to Caesar the things that belong to Caesar… and give to God the things that are God’s.” 

As people of God, we are called to be in the world… but not of the world.  Our decisions… our 

values… our ideals… are to be guided and shaped by God… NOT by the priorities / pressures of 

the world around us.   

 

God above all nations, you created us in your image… and you have claimed us for yourself.  When the 

leaders / empires of this world seek to claim our lives and our greatest allegiances, remind us that we are 

yours alone… and give us the grace-filled courage to give our lives to you, for the sake of the world you love 

so much.  Amen.  


