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Introduction: I know that many of you have lived in a city almost all your lives, so things like 
mousetraps are not a thing that you would be used to. We have lived in rural areas just enough 
to have had to use them and see what results. This short clip may be disturbing to some, but it 
does fit with this message. 
 
All this clip needs to fit with the message exactly would be for the mouse to eventually hop off 
the trap altogether, reset the trap and move it next to a set of bare toes, belonging to the 
erstwhile human hunter him/herself. The screen would go to black as the trap again snaps then 
a human voice howls. That would fit this message exactly! 
 
As we have transitioned to summer and the changes in our church leadership, we have begun 
to look at a very wide ranging series of texts under the theme, “Questioning Jesus” – Every 
response reveals more about him. And indeed we have seen this. In the passages already 
covered, be it “Who is my neighbour?”, “Jesus, don’t you care if I drown?”, “Whose wife will 
she be?” or “Why does he eat with tax collectors and sinners”, it has become evident that the 
questions, did not catching Jesus off-guard. Indeed, He has been fully prepared to both answer 
the question and to reveal something of Himself in so doing. Indeed He has even implicitly or 
explicitly challenged us to respond to His answer by actions from our own lives. Actions and 
attitudes that have called us to be different than we are right now.  
 
Today’s question takes us to the last week of Jesus’ life. As you may know, the Week begins 
with Jesus triumphally entering the city of  Jerusalem, riding a Donkey’s colt, in fulfillment of 
the prophesy of Zechariah 9:9. The Galilean pilgrims are in a state of euphoria, shouting 
“Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!” “Hosanna to the son of David”. Could this 
be the Messiah who has come, to defeat Rome and lead us as the Israel of God? The city 
dwellers are not so sure. “Who is this?” is the question on their mind.  
On Monday and Tuesday of this last week of Jesus life, Jesus is seen to actively express his 
authority (as in the cleansing of the temple), his lack of need of any approval from men (His 
dealing with the question of where His authority came from), his God given power (in the 
withering of the Fig tree) and His challenge to the right the Religious leaders have to their 
position and proud carriage, seeing as they have been particularly targeted by Jesus’ parables 
of the Tenants and the Wedding Feast. The kingdom that Jesus has in mind does not have a 
place for these “somebodies”, for “The kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given 
to a people who will produce its fruit.” (Matt. 21:43). Of course, Jesus draws not appreciation  
from the leaders but, as Matt. 22:45-46 says, “When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard 
Jesus’ parables, they knew he was talking about them.  They looked for a way to arrest him, but 
they were afraid of the crowd because the people held that he was a prophet.” The city  was 
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making up its mind, and it was not for Jesus. They wanted to get rid of Him, but in a way that 
was sneaky, so they did not rile up the crowd. They were going to have to be like wily hunters, 
tricking their prey into his demise. 
 
So we come to Matt. 22: 15-22. The passage read this morning.  All three of the Synoptic Gospel 
writers (those that seem to look at Jesus’ life from similar points of view) deal with this incident 
and in nearly the exact same way (cf. Mk. 12:13-17; Luke 20:20-26). As I have said, this passage 
is an expression of, as it were, wily hunters attempting to get their prey to ensnare Himself in 
the trap of their choosing. Instead, He ensnares them in the trap, to the glory of God. 
As we begin, notice that the passage says exactly what I had indicated in my comments – See 
verse 15 – Then the Pharisees went out and laid plans to trap him in his words” They were 
looking to catch Jesus in the powerful mousetrap of their making, formed by Jesus’ own words. 
If they did this right – SNAP! They would have Him. The question, “Tell us, is it right to pay taxes 
to Caesar or not?” should be the lid that closes on the “ministry” of this Galilean trouble maker 
once and for all.    
 
 Of course, we will find that the lid does not close on the Lord Jesus, but instead traps those in 
opposition in a challenge to their own hearts, as painful as the “snap” that was attempted to be 
applied on Jesus. Here we will see some of the methods of those who opposed our Lord, and 
the wisdom with which he rounds on his adversaries. At the end of the passage, Jesus knows 
exactly how to ensnare the hunters, with His charge to them, for their lives. 
 
As we look through Matt. 22:15-22, I want us to notice three things: 
1. The methods of the Hunters Vv. 15-17 
 
2. The Prey turning the Tables Vv. 18-21 
 
3. The Trap closes on the Hunters V. 21b 
  
 
So, let us begin with verses 15 to 17. The Pharisees had had about enough. “Who does this 
Galilean of questionable lineage think he is anyway? We have followed him from the Jordan to 
the holy city. He challenges the teachings, takes on authority that is not his and now, he has the 
audacity to come into Jerusalem on Passover week as though he is the messiah. The havoc he 
caused in the temple precincts on Sunday (Matt. 21:12-13)! It was an awful mess! Then he will 
not tell us by what authority he does these things (Matt. 21:23-27), all the while directly 
attacking us in those Parables of his (Matt. 21:28-32; 21:33-44 and 22: 1-11). If it were not for 
the fact that those untaught crowds seem to favour him, we would have gotten rid of him ages 
ago. What are we to do?” Note verse 15: 

“Then the Pharisees went out and laid plans to trap him in his words” 
As with everyone who does the right thing or holds biblical view or stands for the just thing, 
there will be times when those people will be despised, disrespected and even at points 
hunted. All in order to get rid of the “light” that so infuriates those who are against the truth. 



3 
 

This could be what you and I may face in these days of “good being called evil, and evil being 
called good” (per Isa. 5:20). 
 In the week where the “Trans” flag (representing transsexuals) flew at City Hall for the first 
time and the (Gay) Pride parade takes over a great portion of the downtown core, we know 
that evil is being called good. When in the USA, the illegal selling of fetal body parts is revealed 
to be an ongoing practise by the largest abortion provider in the US, when both our football 
and hockey teams promote themselves using the rainbow flag, we know that evil is seen to be 
good. And the ones who hate the good will hunt those who love the good. 
As we look at these verses, we see some of the methods of the hunters (Repeat “The Methods 
of the Hunters). Notice the first one in verse16a. 

“They (the Pharisees) sent their disciples to him along with the Herodians” 
Now to understand what is going on here, you have to know something of the Pharisees and 
the Herodians. We have often heard of Pharisees if we have been in church or even in the 
language of people in a time not too long ago. The more modern use of the term Pharisee was 
used to describe a person who was hypocritical, who was not true to what he said he believed, 
was indeed two faced. The term was one of scorn. To a Jew, however, Pharisee is not a bad 
term at all. It means “people of light” who did all they could to keep the Torah law and all the 
written and oral traditions of the Jewish faith. They were doers, and keepers of the faith. The 
state of Israel under the occupation of outsiders was an abomination to them, for the Nation 
was to be the fulfillment, under the Messiah, of all the literal promises of the Word of God 
which they followed. To have a Caesar rule over Israel was deplorable. To have his image 
everywhere, even on coins, was a violation of the 2nd commandment, and to have him proclaim 
that he was the High Priest of God, or the son of God was blasphemy of blasphemy. 
 Herodians were not religious at all, but were a group of political supporters of the Herod clan 
who were minor rulers over the Palestine area, beginning with Herod the Great (who killed the 
children in Matt. 2). They were in favour of the Roman rule for it meant that their Surrogate, 
the Herods, would be in power (except for Jerusalem, were a conflict had tossed Herod 
Archelaus off the throne and put the Roman governor in his place). Nothing would please them 
more than to see the oppressors keep power and for the Herods to be in place, giving out 
patronage to them.  
 Two more different groups, dare I say diametrically opposed groups, one could hardly imagine. 
But the Pharisees sent their disciples out with the Herodians to Jesus. Winston Churchill, when 
asked why the Allies were fighting the Nazis in World War II alongside the Soviets, the 
capitalist/imperialists alongside the communist, he replied, “The enemy of my enemy is my 
friend”. One of the things that will absolutely floor you as you face difficulty for doing or 
standing for what is right is that those who oppose you may not be supportive of each other. I 
was relating to Sharon a recent Facebook incident where I reposted an article to do with private 
Christian schools in Alberta possibly being forced to have Gay counselling in their schools. An 
area friend of mine made a comment in support of my article. A typical gay rights activist type 
made comment in opposition to the article. Most vociferous though, was the comments made 
against my friend by friends of mine. I was shocked, and indeed horrified, to see what was 
occurring. I even had to send a private Facebook message to my supportive friend to try to 
explain what was going on.  One of the most shocking things that will occur when you stand for 
right is the fact that often, the most strange bedfellows will join together to attack you. As we 
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will see in a moment, there is particular reason for this confluence to occur. But even still, do 
not be surprised if your standing for right draws the most odd forces together. 
 
 The second tactic or method that will be used will be what is found in verse 16b 

“Teacher,” they said, “we know that you are a man of integrity and that you teach the way of 
God in accordance with the truth. You aren’t swayed by others, because you pay no attention to 

who they are.” 
 
 They are just pouring it on like syrup on pancakes. Butter won’t melt in their mouths, they are 
so flattering! Don’t we just love to be flattered? It may have been Mae West or one of the 
Gabor sisters (old time actresses) who said “Flattery will get you everywhere!” The purpose of 
this flattery was not to really appreciate Jesus at all but to cause him to lower his defenses so 
that the trap could be sprung more easily. It is hard to distrust or be wary of someone who is 
saying such nice things to you or about you. Flattery, in the Roman Empire was a typical way 
that the ruler was approached, so as gain his hearing or to gain an audience. Julius Caesar was 
one of the best known flatterers and used his “gift” most ably against the Senate of Rome, to 
get to a position of ruling over the Roman Republic as Emperor. The last part of Acts 12 
describes a vignette where a Herod is flattered by having his voice described as “a voice of a 
god and not man” (Acts 12:22). The disciples of the Pharisees and the Herodians were making it 
appear that they saw Jesus as a great man, a great teacher and possibly a Messiah for the 
nation Israel. If Jesus’ desire was to set up an earthly kingdom, this comment would be seen as 
a move down the road to acceptance. Notice what they admired in verse 16b– “integrity”, 
“teaching the Word of God in accordance with truth”, “not swayed by others” and “pay no 
attention to who they are”. These are all things that Jesus would hold up as important things, 
and that these folks could not care one whit about. Flattery triggers our pride and self-
appreciation. The swollen head does not see things as clearly as it should. The ancient writer 
Plutarch taught that flattery appeals to the lower and not the higher nature of a person. He 
states that a guard against flattery is to have a proper opinion of yourself and your abilities, etc. 
That way you will not be swayed by the flatterer’s tongue.  Jesus certainly had a proper view of 
himself and it aided him as He dealt with these hunters.  
 How does flattery impact you? Are you easily swayed by those who say nice things about you? 
Do you feel you need to have someone butter you up? Beware! The hunter would catch you in 
his trap and drag you down, especially in this age of good being evil and evil being good. 
 
Note the third tactic or method of the Hunters in verse 17 

“Tell us then, what is your opinion? Is it right to pay the tax to Caesar or not?” 
Here is the question that the Pharisees and the Herodians asked Jesus. As I mentioned before, 
this passage is found in all three of the Synoptic Gospels. Mark 12 indicates that not only was 
this question asked of Jesus, but the inquirers were not too patient in getting a response, in 
effect saying, well is it or not? The question, I believe is the trap itself. I call it a “When did you 
stop beating your wife” question or a “Heads I win, Tails you lose” proposition (take a 
moment to explain). No matter what Jesus said, in the heat of the moment, He would be in 
trouble. If He said “Yes”, the Pharisees would be furious as he supports the blasphemous, 
command breaking, evil Romans who have so humiliated the Jews by their occupation. The 
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crowds, which were in agreement with the Pharisees here, would have turned on Jesus right 
then and rejected his ministry if not called for his stoning. If He says “No”, the Herodians would 
have complained to the Roman authorities about this teacher that was teaching insurrection by 
encouraging the people to not submit to the yearly tax applied to all subject peoples, for the 
upkeep of the empire. Well and truly, to answer anything, the hunters believed, would spell the 
end of Jesus as a great teacher.  
This tactic, this method has swept the continent, especially with regard to Gay rights and Same 
Sex marriage. Do you believe that all people have a right to be happy? Do you think that Gays 
have a right to equality? Do you hate Gays? All of these and many more have been proposed to 
believers for them to deal with. Often there is no good answer to questions of a sort like this.  
 
Add to this question the odd combination of allies and the nearly reverential flattery that was 
poured on Jesus; and the Hunters, the Pharisees and the Herodians, thought they had it in the 
bag. 
 
But wonderfully, the question did not catching Jesus off-guard. Indeed, He has been fully 
prepared to both answer the question and to reveal something of Himself in so doing. Across 
the course of the Gospels, Jesus had been confronted by variations of these hunting techniques 
and many more. The flattery of the people, in the early chapters of John, nearly caught up the 
people in a surge of Messianic frenzy that would have attempted to elevate Jesus to the Throne 
of Israel almost three years before this.  John 2:22-23: 
“23 Now while he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Festival, many people saw the signs he was 
performing and believed in his name. But Jesus would not entrust himself to them, for he knew 

all people.” 
 
Jesus knew what people were like. Fickle, self-serving, Janus like and unreliable, he was not 
going to accept falling into things as they appeared. He knew all people. The wisdom, the self-
appreciation, the carefulness with which he had functioned in the past, led by the Spirit of God 
and in keeping with who he was and to whom he answered, Jesus met the trap head on, and 
indeed turned the whole episode around. 
Notice Vv. 18-21 under the head “The Prey turns the tables”. Here is where the mouse, as it 
were, gets up off the mouse trap and resetting the trap, takes it over to the hunter’s toes for 
him or her to step onto. Follow along as I read verses 18-21. 
But Jesus, knowing their evil intent, said, “You hypocrites, why are you trying to trap me?  Show 
me the coin used for paying the tax.” They brought him a denarius, and he asked them, “Whose 

image is this? And whose inscription?” 
“Caesar’s,” they replied. 

As we had noted from John 2, Jesus knew what he was dealing with. As he scanned the crowd 
he saw the combination of Pharisee students and Herodians. He picked up on the syrupy 
flattery and he could spot the trapping question a mile away. His coolness and his insight 
allowed him to as it were call “a spade a spade” and point out, publically, exactly what was 
going on. Because he knew their evil intent, he was able to say, “You hypocrites…!” You 
phoneys! You sneaky trappers of good people! Why are you trying to trap me? 
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“Wait a minute, Jesus, this is not about us, but about you.”  You are not supposed to rail on us, 
we have you, or we had you at least. The fact that the hunters were pointed out for their 
dishonesty is what occurs whenever one confronts Jesus. The “Hound of Heaven” is not safe 
when it comes to the ferreting out of sin. He goes right for the tender spots and does his work, 
as he did in John 3 with Nicodemus, in John 4 with the Samaritan woman, and again and again 
throughout the Scripture.  The hunters may have had impeccable techniques, but the Lord had 
the weapon of their sinful hearts to use to deal with them. This is as it always IS. The 
threatened saint has the fact that the Lord knows what is in the heart of people and knows the 
way to turn any situation to his glory and our good. The challenge of the gospel, the logic of 
true truth, the evidence of what is real and the stories of those who have not succumbed to evil 
all can be used to turn the table, as the Holy Spirit works in the life of the erstwhile hunters. 
 
See what Jesus does to further challenge the thinking of his opponents. He calls for a silver 
denarius. From my study, I have found that Palestine did not make the special Tribute silver 
coins themselves. These coins were minted by successive Roman mints for the purpose of the 
Tribute tax, but became part of the regular circulation of coins as trade brought the pieces into 
Palestine. So, when Jesus says “Show me the coin for paying the tax” it is probable that one of 
the folk who had come to trap him produced the coin. Would it not have been ironic if the one 
who produced the coin was a Pharisee student – who so despised anything to do with Rome 
and its Caesars? 
 
(Take out a Loonie) “Whose image is this?” Jesus asks. “And whose inscription?” He adds. 
As they look sheepishly at the coin they are forced to say – Caesar’s. For the coin does indeed 
bear the image of one of the Caesars (most likely Augustus, but maybe Tiberius), and the 
inscription either says “son of god” or “High priest of god”. Why would Jesus make them do 
that? It is kind of like rubbing the nose of the Dog in his bad mess.  “Get off your high horse; you 
are using Caesar’s money, with his image and inscription. Don’t come to me with this question. 
You know right well what you should do.” 
 
At this point Jesus snaps the trap on the deserving toes of the Pharisee students and the 
Herodians.  Notice the second part of Verse 21: Then he said to them, “So give to Caesar what is 
Caesar’s” 
 
The verb here that many versions translate in English as “render” is here meant to be, as the 
latest versions indicate – give back. Caesar made the coins. His image and inscription are on it, 
give it back to him.  Pay the Tribute tax. But far more than that is meant here. The Pharisees 
despised the rule of Rome and would do all in their power to thwart and begrudge the work of 
the occupiers. The Herodians were in it for what they could get out of it. Jesus is implying here 
that there is far more involved.  Turn to Romans 13 please, verses 1-7. 
 
Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which 
God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. 2 Consequently, 
whoever rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those 

who do so will bring judgment on themselves. 3 For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, 
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but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do 
what is right and you will be commended. 4 For the one in authority is God’s servant for your 
good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for rulers do not bear the sword for no reason. They are 

God’s servants, agents of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. 5 Therefore, it is 
necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also as a 

matter of conscience. 
 

6 This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give their full time 
to governing. 7 Give to everyone what you owe them: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, 

then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then honor. 
 

Far from being the despised overlords that the “righteous ones” are to hate, Paul, led by the 
Spirit of Christ, tells us that God has set the authorities in place, and they are, as it were, 
working for Him. So submitting to authority is part of what we are called to do. Remember this 
writing of Paul’s is sent to ROME. He means what he is saying here. Even more, He finishes the 
piece with the words at the end of verse 7. If Honour (is owed) then Honour! 
What a challenge for us today. Have you read the comments on Facebook regarding US 
President Barack Obama? How about regarding Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper? 
Maybe you’ve seen comments about BC Premier Christi Clarke or Vancouver Mayor Gregor 
Robinson. Maybe sadly you’ve written some comments that have been less than respectful.  Let 
everyone be subject to the governing Authority – God has established them.  Honour to those 
who are due honour. But you don’t understand, they are destroying.. They hate the very name 
of… They are making the world go to pieces… It may be so, but God put them in place and we 
are to correctly criticize but to be subject to the governing authority. This cuts close to the heart 
for me as I love to make political comment. I need to have Rom. 13 etched on my wall beside 
my Computer.  “Give (back) to Caesar what is Caesar’s! 
 
There is one more comment made by our Lord as He brings down the trap on the hunters. 
Notice the last part of verse 21:  “…and to God what is God’s.” 
It is as though the Lord is looking at the group folk who stand before Him and he is brought to a 
thought that parallels the coin. The coin had an image and inscription cut into it. These people, 
marred as they are by sin and its terrible effects, have an image stamped on them and an 
inscription emblazoned on them. They were all made by the Triune Creator God of the 
Universe, and on each and every one of them is the Imago Deo stamped with the inscription 
“Holiness unto the Lord”. Each of these people were made for His glory and for His honour. The 
whole of their lives are owed to Him.  
Render (give back) to God what is God’s.  I Corinthians 10:31 says something extremely 
challenging that I am sure that the Herodians of Jesus’ day never thought of and the Pharisees 
never understood properly. It says “Whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do it all to 
the glory of God”. Everything those image bearers (including of course all of us) do is for the 
glory and praise and service and ultimate benefit of God. Every single thing. 
 Impossible! 
 Oh, we know that it is impossible for we do not focus on God all that much. No, it is worse than 
that; we are utterly unable to do anything that would please God because the marring of the 
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image goes right to the core of who we are. Romans 3 said it so well – “There is none righteous, 
no not one. There is none that seeks after God” – When Jesus set out for the people in His 
hearing to render to God what is God’s, they had a hopeless task. God would not accept their 
work in return. 
Hear what the rest of the Romans 3 passage says: “the righteousness of God has been made 
known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.  This righteousness is given through faith in 
Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference between Jew and Gentile, for all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and all are justified freely by his grace through the 
redemption that came by Christ Jesus.  God presented Christ as a Propitiation through the 
shedding of his blood—to be received by faith… — he did it to demonstrate his righteousness at 
the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.” 
The flawed and sin filled lives of the Image bearers to whom Jesus spoke had no hope of giving 
to God what was God’s, unless and until they trusted in and relied upon the one that stood in 
front of them that they hated so much.  The righteousness everyone needs to be able to submit 
our lives to God can only come through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sin 
and for the covering over of God’s just wrath against that sin.  
 
If this is a trap, Catch me in it! Oh, to have God receive the service I owe Him on the basis of the 
only one who can deal with my all pervasive sin, I would accept that. I would want that. What 
about you? Where does your hope rest today? 
This morning, we have seen the enemies of Jesus set a nearly unavoidable trap for his ministry, 
and indeed His life. Despite their methods, Jesus turned the tables and sprung a trap on his 
hunters. One that would have meant good service, mercy and forgiveness if they only had let 
themselves fall into His clutches. Instead, Verse 22 –“When they heard this they were amazed. 
So they left him and went away.” 
 
Let’s pray. 
 


