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Years ago Shel Silverstein wrote a poem entitled “Smart”, with a child’s eye 
view of economics.  

My dad gave me one dollar bill 

'Cause I'm his smartest son, 

And I swapped it for two shiny quarters 

'Cause two is more than one! 

And then I took the quarters 

And traded them to Lou 

For three dimes- I guess he didn't know 

That three is more than two! 

Just then, along came old blind Bates 

And just 'cause he can't see 

He gave me four nickels for my three dimes, 

And four is more than three! 

And I took the nickels to Hiram Coombs 

Down at the seed-feed store, 

And the fool gave me five pennies for them, 

And five is more than four! 

And I went and showed my dad, 

And he got red in the cheeks 

And closed his eyes and shook his head- 

Too proud of me to speak! 

 

Today Scripture is about money. At least on the surface. What better jump 
from Moses seeing and talking to and in the lectionary today-- being in the 
glorious presence of-- God to talking about taxes!  The 22nd chapter of 
Matthew is filled with parables, questions, metaphors, and symbols. And a 
lot of Jesus “testing”. Hard questions. Trick questions, in fact.  



The website living in Christ states “In fact, Jesus is recorded as asking 307 
questions in the Gospels. In contrast, he directly answers only three of the 
183 questions he is asked. Just three. And on at least one occasion he does 
not know the answer to a question addressed to him (Mark 13:4a and 32). 

Jesus asks questions that can be easily answered (Matthew 5:13) and 
questions with no obvious answer (Luke 18:19). And he answers questions 
with questions of his own, either to drive home a point (Luke 7:42) or to 
expose duplicity (Mark 12:14–15), or to get people thinking. 

These questions have some things in common: First, it seems the ones 
asking the questions don’t care about the answers; they just want to trap 
Jesus. Second, the questions address how people are to live out their faith 
and interpretations of the laws they live under. And third, these questions all 
take place after Jesus has entered Jerusalem for the last time.  

Jesus had been running around town making people mad. One scholar says 
“his actions have ticked off the religious and political leaders. He’s already 
flipped the tables as a demonstration to condemn the religious institution for 
exploiting the poor; he’s cursed the fig tree that bore no good fruit as a 
metaphor for the religious institution; and he’s teaching radical lessons 
about how we are to be and act in this world. “  

So why is this question such a trap?  

If Jesus says yes to paying taxes, his followers who believe he is the 
anointed king to rescue them from Roman occupation will turn away from his 
teachings. If Jesus says no to paying taxes, Herod’s supporters will turn him 
in for being a political revolutionary. 

o “This will come as a shock, I’m sure, but this isn’t really a conversation 
about taxes. Matthew tells us that from the start: “Then the Pharisees went 
and plotted to entrap him in what he said.” We aren’t really discussing the 
ethics of economic policy here. We aren’t even giving folks today some help 
in how they should file their taxes, whether tax avoidance is smart 
politics/economics or bad morals (or both, somehow), and whether lying to 
the IRS is the same as lying to anyone else. Jesus isn’t really in the advice 
business. Especially tax advice. He’s in the transformation business. He is in 
the radical rethinking life business. He’s about dying to sin and self and 
rising again to live a life without horizons. Not that paying taxes isn’t 
important for us, but it pales alongside eternity.” 



My parents really enjoyed going on cruises, and even treated us to severa.l 
One trip, as we sat with our dinner partners, the couple smiled sadly. “It’s 
ok if you want to change tables.” “People tend to avoid us when they find 
out what we do... You see,” the husband said.  “We’re IRS auditors.” Mom 
just laughed and said. “Oh, I understand, I’m a Methodist minister…”  

Back to the story. How does Jesus respond to the test? He calls them out. 
He makes sure they know he knows what they are up to. Then he says 
“show me the money”.  

We need to pay attention to this part. Jesus asks for a coin. Does he not 
have one on him? He has stepped outside of the normal economic world and 
chooses to live a different way. Not unaware of how the world works, this 
isn’t naiveté on Jesus’ part. He knows the coin; he just chooses to not have 
any of them on his person. The coin had Caesar’s image, then the term Divi 
Filius, which means “Son of God.” Caesar is claiming divinity. That makes 
this coin an idol in the temple. Jesus has just forced his own opponents to 
admit to idolatry! Checkmate. 

When he says this, he distances himself from their primary complaint. How 
can this Jesus carry a coin that is a blasphemous symbol of a godlike being? 
So, he shows that he isn’t carrying such a thing. 

One of the suggested youth small group lesson for today asks these 
questions: 

 What does it mean to give to Caesar what is Caesar’s? What belongs to 
Caesar? 

o Anything with Caesar’s image 
 What has Caesar’s image? 
o Money, power, dominion, force, coercion, buildings 
 In today’s world – are those “things that are Caesar’s” still idols? Why do 

you think that is? 
 What does it mean to give to God what is God’s? What belongs to God? 
o Anything with God’s image 
 What has God’s image? 
o For further discussion, read Genesis 1:26-27. People were created in God’s 

image. 
Jesus is quietly saying that Caesar can have it all...but Caesar, too, belongs 
to God. We believe that all people are made by God and that their souls are 



given as a gift (God breathing into their nostrils). We hold everything as 
stewards - whether we know it or not - but it all goes back to God 
eventually. 
 
Give to God the things that are God’s. What is the logical next question after 
that? What are God’s things? In the Jewish culture at the time there were 
hundreds of laws and stipulations determining what was sacred – fit for use 
in the service of God— and what was mundane – of this earth and therefore 
not sacred and not fit for use in God’s service.  

But what if, because everything is made by GOD, made for GOD, and made 
in the image of GOD—it’s all holy ground. It’s all GOD’S. Everything is sacred 
and fit for use in the service of God. Everything, starting with us and 
everyone around us, belongs to God and therefore it is a part of our calling 
to surrender our stuff, our selves, our loves and our lives the Lord.  

Things are important, to be sure.  But Jesus is always more interested in 
people than in things. His words referred to those around him—the crowds, 
hanging on his every word. The Disciples, who had given up jobs and family 
to follow him everywhere he went, and also the ones who were setting a 
trap for him, hoping that he would get tongue-tied talking about God and 
get himself in trouble with the people or the authorities or empire. They, too, 
Jesus claims, they too belong to God. Love your neigh. Love your enemy. 
Love yourself.  

And maybe if we could treat one another as though they belonged to God, 
then we might come closer to living out the promise of the kingdom that he 
kept talking about. I close with an example of that kind of kingdom living:  

Oseola McCarty lived in Hattiesburg, Mississippi. In 1996 she gave $150,000 
to the University of Southern Mississippi.  

 Oseola spent her whole life doing other people's laundry. She never 
married nor had children. She quit school in the sixth grade when she was 
twelve years old. Her aunt, who was helping to raise her, fell ill, so she went 
to work. She worked until she was 86.  

 One day when she was a young teenager she passed a bank. She took 
the coins she’d saved, about five dollars, and put them in the bank. She’d 
pay the bills each month and put more coins in the bank, except for those 



she placed in the collection plate at the Friendship Baptist Church. As she 
put it: “It just seemed fitting to give God back something of what he had 
given me.” 

 It was that way for many years, even during the Depression. Oseola 
paid her bills, made payment on her insurance and burial plot and set money 
aside for groceries and everyday needs. She said, “I made it a rule that I’d 
always keep up my church giving… Over the years God showed me how to 
spend a certain portion on that and how to save the rest. I hear some people 
have financial advisors to tell them how to save their money and what to 
spend it on. Or people want more of this or more of that to make them 
happy. They just can’t get enough. Well, the Lord portioned out the good 
things in life to me just fine. Who needs any more?” 

 One day at the bank they asked her where she wanted her money to 
go after she died. The bank manger spread out ten dimes and told her each 
dime represented ten percent of her money. She took a dime for the Church, 
a dime for three cousins and said the rest was for a dream she had. She 
wanted to help a child go to college. That’s when she learned she had 
$150,000 to give away. She was surprised. She didn’t think twice. It never 
occurred to her to keep it for herself. 

Business leaders in her community when they heard of her gift matched it. 
That put 300,000 in the Oseola McCarty Scholarship Fund.  

 Oseola also attracted a lot of reporters and national interest. In 1998, 
she was awarded an honorary degree from USM, the first such degree 
awarded by that university. President Clinton presented her with a 
Presidential Citizen’s Medal, the nation’s second highest civilian award. She 
also won a UN Medal for educational commitment. In June 1996, Harvard 
University gave her an honorary doctorate. She didn’t understand all the 
fuss.  

 People ask, “Miss McCarty, why didn’t you spend the money on 
yourself?” She just smiles.  She says, “Thanks to the good Lord, I am 
spending it on myself.”  

 Oseola died on September 26, 1999. Her legacy and her gifts continue. 
Oseola McCarty understood. Gratitude is the response we make to God’s 
grace. Recognizing how much we’re blessed we become blessings for others. 
We give ourselves away in service and in love. 


