October 18-19, 2008

Matthew 22:15-22

Dear Friends in Christ, Grace and Peace be unto you from God our Father, and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

When I was a little boy, my older brother Paul tricked me a few times when we would flip a coin to see whose turn it was to do the dishes.  He would take a penny and declare, “Heads I win, tails you lose.”  As you can imagine, I got stuck with the dishes a few times until I finally caught on to his trick.
In today’s lesson we find that two groups, the Pharisees and the Herodians, conspire to set a trap for Jesus.  Approaching him with flattery about his sincerity and wisdom, they ask him a simple question, “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” 
Jesus was aware of the trap.  If he answered yes, he would offend the Pharisees who would accuse him of collaborating with the Roman occupiers who had imposed the tax.  And if he said no, he would risk the wrath of the Herodians,  who would interpret his answer as being in opposition to Roman rule.  It was like a “heads I win, tails you lose” proposition.
Rather than brush the question aside, as political candidates are prone to do, he asked them for the coin in question.  It was a denarius,
which was worth about a day’s wage.  Engraved on one side of the coin was the image of Caesar, who was considered by the Romans to be a god.  Looking at the coin he replied:  “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s  and to God the things that are God’s.”
Disarmed by his answer, they left amazed.
So what did Jesus mean?  Well, the first part of his answer is easy to understand.  It is proper to pay taxes.  It is clear from Jesus’ response to the question that people have an obligation to support governmental structures which seek for order, justice, fairness and safety.
The second part of Jesus’ answer leads us to ask this question:  What things are God’s?  How would you answer that question?  As you look at what you have accumulated, at what is in your garage, your closet or in your 401 (k) how would you answer?

Jesus grew up in a culture that affirmed that all we have is Gods.  In Psalm 24:1 we read:  “The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it, the world, and those who live in it.”
If everything is Gods, this obviously means that you and I are caretakers of what we have gathered up.
The past six weeks has been a time of great turmoil in the United States and in the industrialized world.  Financial pundits are saying that we are facing the greatest threat to our economic security and stability since the days of the ‘29 stock market collapse and the time following it that we refer to as the Great Depression.  
On September 29th the Dow Jones Industrial Average fell 777 points—an all time record.  Later, we had a day when it rose 936 points.  Faced with a global credit crunch, shrinking retirement funds, bank collapses, and rising unemployment, there is a current of anxiety and fear that is preying on the hearts and minds of many of us.
For decades, we Americans have been led to believe that most of our needs for happiness, security and purpose can found in this world’s treasures.  Leveraged to the hilt, lots of people have fallen prey to the temptation  to stuff more into our closets and garages than we need—after all, credit and financing make it so easy.

We are told that all this accumulation is…….PRICELESS.
In our text maybe Jesus is saying, “You can give to Caesar the coin he made but don’t forget that everything is Gods.”  Perhaps one of the benefits of the present financial crisis is to help us understand more fully the dangers involved in thinking that we actually own what we have accumulated.
Not long ago I was meeting with a couple, helping them to plan their wedding.  As I always do, I asked them what scriptures they wanted read.  Because of the fact that both of them were overly anxious about money issues, they suggested that I read the text from the 6th chapter of Matthew where Jesus said this:  “Do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will wear.  Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing?  Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them.  Are you not of more value than they?”    And he later says, “But strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.”
My mom and dad were married in 1935, during the Great Depression. They shared lots of stories with my brothers and me about what it was like.
It was not an easy time.  Money was scarce.  But what I mostly remember was their tell us that God provided for their needs. 
Neighbor helped neighbor.  My folks never had much money, but they experienced great abundance.  They told my brothers and me that the only inheritance we could expect was our education.  And that was a wonderful gift.  Up until the day they died, the treasure of relationships they shared during this time came back to provide them with great joy. 
My mom lived her last 10 years at Sunnycrest Village.  Susanne and I would fly here twice a year to visit.  And we were amazed at how often the phone would ring.  Friends from around the state would call or drop in for coffee.  Her days were filled with conversations with friends made during her lifetime.  PRICELESS
This past week Pastor Paul and the stewardship ministry team have prepared a daily devotional for all of us to take home and read in the next 35 days.  It contains Bible readings and thought stimulators, intended to help us focus on the rich gifts that God gives us….gifts that we often take for granted.  The devotional book is entitled, “Faithful Giving….Abundant Living.”
During this time of financial uncertainty and anxiety, it is timely that today’s gospel lesson reminds us that all we have belongs to God. When we respond in faithful giving to our gracious God, the result is always abundance.  

Our Lord Jesus invites us to trust him….trust him to provide what we need, not necessarily what we desire or what we want.  The powerful witness of the early church was not that those who followed Christ were able to accumulate wealth as a consequence, but that they became known for the love that they demonstrated to one another.
You can be quite sure that the Dow Jones and the Nasdaq averages will continue to ebb and flow.  But I can guarantee that when you and I respond in gratitude to God’s faithfulness, we will experience great abundance.  
We give the but thine own, what ere the gift may be, All that we have is thine alone.  A trust O Lord From Thee.

May the Peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus, our Lord.    Amen
