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Twentieth Sunday after Pentecost • October 22, 2017 
Isaiah 45:1-7 • Psalm 96:1-13  •  1 Thessalonians 1:1-10  •  Matthew 22:15-22 
 
It’s that time of year again. Time for yet another appeal asking for money. For a seemingly 

endless stream of pitches about why your gift mattes, no matter the size. Repetitive requests for 
contributions that always seem to interrupt the normal flow of things. And you don’t know why you 
have to listen to them since you already give plenty and can’t we just get back to the regular stuff 
already? This week, of course, is pledge week on NPR. Meanwhile, we are midway through our fall 
stewardship campaign entitled “Living Faithfully, Giving Generously.” And even Jesus is talking 
about money in today’s gospel reading. 

Jesus is in Jerusalem. Telling parables. Pushing buttons. Causing a bit of a scene. So a group 
of a Pharisees team up with a group of Herodians, people who supported the emperor. These are 
strange bedfellows, but they’re both groups that more or less supported the status quo. The 
Pharisees don’t want a rabbi causing a scene that might be blamed on them. And the Herodians 
don’t want a rebellion against a political regime that they benefitted from. 

So they decide to try to trap Jesus. And these are smart people. They know what gets people 
riled up. And what gets people riled up more than anything else? Money. So with a big crowd 
gathered around him, they try to get him on the record in a bit of first-century “gotcha” journalism. 
“Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” 

If Jesus says yes, if Jesus says that it is lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, then he’s sure to 
let down his followers who want nothing more than to stick it to the Romans. To pay taxes to the 
Romans is to be complicit in their occupation and abuses. Letting tax collectors in among the 
disciples was bad enough, now Jesus is on the verge of telling his followers that paying taxes is not a 
big deal at all. For Jesus’s followers, the correct answer is no. But if Jesus says no, if Jesus says that it 
isn’t lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, then he’s going to be charged with treason. And likely killed 
for trying to lead a rebellion against the Roman empire. So, choose your own adventure. Say “yes” 
and lose all your popular support. Or say “no” and end up dead.  
 But Jesus isn’t really one for multiple choice questions. So instead of answering the question 
that the Pharisees and the Herodians asked him, Jesus pulls another nice political trick. If you don’t 
like the question you were asked, answer the question you wish you had been asked. “Give to the 
emperor the things that are the emperor’s,” Jesus says, “and give to God the things that are God’s.”  

Now this is a good strategy for Jesus. It gets him out of the trap. The Pharisees and 
Herodians are the ones who end up looking foolish. But for us, it’s frustrating. Because Jesus took a 
straightforward question, should you pay taxes or not, and replaced it with one that is way more 
complicated. “Give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s and give to God the things that 
are God’s.” What are the things that are God’s? And what does it mean to give them to God?  

The key is in the coin. Why does Jesus ask for this coin to make his point? Why have this 
long back and forth about whose face is on it? Because the coin has Caesar’s face on it. It’s been 
made in Caesar’s image. It already belongs to Caesar. So, Jesus implies, just give it back to Caesar. 
But you are different. Because you were made in the image of God. So you belong to God. We all 
belong to God. And not just a part of our lives but all of them. Our time, our families, our 
friendships, and our possessions all belong to God. These are all gifts of God. 

We have a word for how we take care of these gifts of God. For how we take care of what 
God has given us, how we manage our relationships, how we manage our money, how we manage 
our time, how we manage ourselves. Which is stewardship. Now stewardship gets kind of a bad rap 
in the church, right? And not for no good reason. When we think of stewardship, we normally think 
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about giving our time, talents, and treasure (but preferably treasure), to non-profits, charities, and 
the church (but preferably the church). And so, understandably, stewardship begins to feel like a 
setup. Like just another fundraising campaign that we’ve baptized in religious language. 

But stewardship is something way bigger than that. It comes from a belief that everything 
belongs to God. When stewardship shows up in the scriptures, it’s about people being given 
something that isn’t truly theirs. The landowner leaves the land to her tenants. The boss leaves his 
money with his workers. They are stories about people being entrusted with something that isn’t 
theirs and they haven’t done anything to deserve. Another word for that is grace. Stewardship isn’t 
just another word for fundraising. It’s a word for how we live out our gratitude for God’s grace.   

Stewardship is also one of the oldest themes in the Bible. You can’t even get out of the first 
chapter of Genesis without stewardship showing up. When God decides to create humanity, God 
says, “let us make humankind in our image… and let them have rada over the earth.” Rada is the 
Hebrew word for authority and power.  But it’s a special kind of power. Not power like a king who 
rules over his subjects but like a shepherd who protects her sheep. It’s power but it’s the power to 
use what God has given us for the benefit of others.  

The first affirmation about humanity in the scriptures is that we are stewards of God’s 
creation. Even before God calls humanity “good,” God says that we are called to participate with 
God in caring for all of creation. All of creation, by the way, includes everything. Not just the natural 
environment but all the gifts of God. Our time, our family, our possessions, our money, our 
relationships. That we can use what God has given us for the benefit of others. That God invites us 
to participate in making the world more reflective of the Kingdom of God. According to the 
scriptures, we were created to be givers.  

But the idea that we belong to God might not strike us as good news at all. Because we 
belong to all sorts of different things. And we live in a culture in which belonging to something 
means losing something. It means losing your time. It means losing your money. Sometimes it 
means losing your sanity. Let’s say you wake up on a Monday morning. You belong to your family. 
So you get up and make sure your kids are off on the school bus. Or that your parents took all the 
pills they need to. And you belong to wherever you work, so you go to work, and Lord knows you 
belong to your work. And you belong to the neighborhood association. So you have to deal with the 
neighbor who went overboard on the Halloween decorations again. And your kids belong to the 
local soccer team, which really means that you belong to the local soccer team, so you’re strapping 
on shin guards and loading the car back up. And right when you were getting ready to settle down 
with your show and that nice glass of pinot grigio, you remember it’s the second Monday of the 
month and you belong to church council.   

Too often, the things we belong to take over our sense of who we are. We feel like we 
belong to other people who want more and more of us so little wonder we start to feel resentful. 
Because they are a drain on my time, my energy, my money, and my patience. And since it’s mine, I 
need to keep as much of it to myself as I can. As long as we think what we have is ours instead of 
God’s, the needs of the world, the needs of our communities, the needs of our family, will just be 
another thing keeping us from living the life that we want to live. 

But as Jesus reminds us in today’s gospel, before anything else, before any other 
commitments that claim you, you belong to God. And not just you but all that you have. All those 
claims on your life that felt like drains are actually the very places that God is calling us to. The new 
life that Jesus is giving us is something that you can only find in giving and service, because 
stewardship is what we were created to do.  
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The other week in our Wednesday night study, we were talking about Luther’s “Freedom of 
a Christian.” It’s an essay that’s about what it means to belong to God. And according to Luther, 
belonging to God is all about freedom. Belonging to God gives us freedom from sin and death. 
Belonging to God gives us freedom from doing good works to earn our salvation. Belonging to God 
gives us freedom from fear and anxiety. That’s pretty straightforward. That’s the way we’re used to 
talking about freedom. Freedom as an escape from something. Freedom as having a demand or a 
claim on you taken away.  

But, there’s a second part. There’s a second kind of freedom, which we never really talk 
about. Which is freedom for something. Freedom to serve other people. Freedom to care for the 
environment. Freedom to work for equity. Because you belong to God, you are free to join into 
God’s work of caring for and healing our world. To put it another way, what do you want to do now 
that you don’t have to do anything? The way we answer that question is stewardship. Stewardship 
isn’t how we raise the budget every year. Stewardship is how we answer that question. What do you 
want to do now that you don’t have to do anything?   

Every week, we enact one answer to that question when we gather around this table. When 
bring our gifts up and we sing the doxology. “Praise God, from whom all blessings flow.” We 
remember that everything we have is a gift from God. And we respond to God’s generosity with 
gratitude, as we remember and praise God for all that God has done for us throughout history. And 
sent forth from this table, we give of ourselves generously, the way God has been generous to us.  

Living faithfully and giving generously. That is who God created us to be. A people who are 
free to serve one another. A people who belong to God. 
 

Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


