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Some Pharisees and Herodians -- certified bad guys -- think they can trip Jesus up by asking him a question about paying taxes. They hope they can get him to say either that Jews should not pay the taxes the Roman occupying government demands, or that they must pay them. Jesus' antagonists don't really care which way he answers the question, because they have him set up to look bad either way.

If he says, "Don't pay the taxes," he will sound like a revolutionary, and the Romans will have a good reason to arrest him. If he says, "Do pay the taxes," his enemies can label him a collaborator with the Romans and a traitor to his own people. Smart fellow that he is, Jesus manipulates the argument, and his opponents end up marveling at his cleverness.

He asks them to show him a coin, and then he asks them whose name and picture are on it. When they reply, "Caesar's," Jesus says, "Well, if it has his name and picture on it, it must be his -- and there can't be any reason not to give a man what belongs to him. But you also must give God what belongs to God -- that is to say, following the same logic, you have to give God what has his name and picture on it."

What has God's name and picture on it is you, yourself. God made you in his image; he seals you with his cross and calls you by his name when you are baptized into his body. Christians owe a total commitment to God. Paying taxes to Caesar does not compromise the commitment.

The demand for total commitment suggests one of the fundamental questions the Bible poses for everyone -- the question, "Do you really trust God?" God led the children of Israel on a forty-year trek from Egypt to Jericho to find out how they would answer that question. Jesus tells us to look at God and talk to God as "Our Father."

To call God "Father" implies some degree of confidence in the way he is running the universe -- and, specifically, in the way he is running your life. He is your father who loves you, and who wants to take care of you, and who wants to forgive you for what you have done to disobey him, and who wants to take you to heaven at the end so you can be with him forever.

One of the main ways we answer the question, "Do you trust God?" is in the way in which we deal with our money. The Bible lays down two simple guidelines. First, we give to God before we meet any other financial obligation (that means before we pay any other bill, no matter how pressing we may think it is). Second, the minimum percentage of our income we are to give to God is ten percent of it -- a tithe. The Biblical requirement about money is that we give God ten percent and give the ten percent first.

To obey God in this matter is to say, "I trust that God can take care of me better with the other ninety percent than I can take care of myself with the whole hundred percent." It is an issue of trust. You cannot know how trustworthy God really is until you trust him. If you excuse yourself from tithing -- for whatever reason -- you are disobeying God -- disobeying him as blatantly as you would be disobeying if, say, you happened to be married and you just happened to have an affair with an underling half your age.

The issue of paying taxes to Caesar was complicated by the fact that Roman coins were really portable idols. The coins had images of Roman gods on them. One of the ways Augustus Caesar announced that he had promoted himself in all humility to the status of god was to put his own picture on the coins. All of that was greatly offensive to the scrupulous, monotheistic, graven image-abhorring Jews.

Tithing is an issue about idolatry too. You have a choice either to obey God or not. If you won't tithe it may be because you are making an idol of your own accomplishments or your own self-serving interpretation of what God asks of you. God says quite explicitly that if you won't tithe you are robbing him. I've got enough other sins to answer for without adding stealing from God to the list.

You'll be getting a copy of this sermon and a pledge card in the mail soon. It is my conscious, thought-through pastoral decision to preach about tithing once a year, rather than harangue you about money constantly or drive you crazy with endless bake sales, car washes and aluminum can drives. I trust that the Holy Ghost will move people to tithe just as he moves you to obey what we learn from the Bible the other fifty-one Sundays in the year.

Do you really trust God? Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are Caesar's; and unto God the things that are God's.

The Collect: O God, our refuge and strength, who art the author of all godliness; Be ready, we beseech thee, to hear the devout prayers of the Church; and grant that those things which we ask faithfully we may obtain effectually; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
The Epistle: Philippians 3: 17 - 21

The Gospel: St. Matthew 22: 15 - 22
