	LORD OF LIFE SERMON
21ST Week after Pentecost	October 18,2026

First Reading Isaiah 45:1-7 
The prophet announces that Cyrus the Persian emperor is the one the LORD has anointed to end Israel’s exile. The LORD makes this choice so that the whole world will recognize this LORD as the only God. Persia had a god of light and a god of darkness; the LORD claims sovereignty over both light and darkness.
1 Thus says the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I have grasped to subdue nations before him and to strip kings of their robes, to open doors before him— and the gates shall not be closed: 2 I will go before you and level the mountains; I will break in pieces the doors of bronze and cut through the bars of iron; 3 I will give you the treasures of darkness and riches hidden in secret places, so that you may know that it is I, the LORD, the God of Israel, who call you by your name. 4For the sake of my servant Jacob and Israel my chosen, I call you by your name; I give you a title, though you do not know me. 5 I am the LORD, and there is no other; besides me there is no god. I arm you, though you do not know me, 6 so that they may know, from the rising of the sun and from the west, that there is no one besides me; I am the LORD, and there is no other. 7 I form light and create darkness, I make weal and create woe; I the LORD do all these things.
Psalm 96:1-13
1Sing to the LORD a new song; sing to the LORD, all the earth. 2Sing to the LORD, bless the name of the LORD; proclaim God’s salvation from day to day. 3Declare God’s glory among the nations and God’s wonders among all peoples. 4 For great is the LORD and greatly to be praised, more to be feared than all gods. 5 As for all the gods of the nations, they are but idols; but you, O LORD, have made the heavens. 6 Majesty and magnificence are in your presence; power and splendor are in your sanctuary. 7 Ascribe to the LORD, you families of the peoples, ascribe to the LORD honor and power. 8 Ascribe to the LORD the honor due the holy name; bring offerings and enter the courts of the LORD. 9 Worship the LORD in the beauty of holiness; tremble before the LORD, all the earth. 10 Tell it out among the nations: “The LORD is king! The one who made the world so firm that it cannot be moved will judge the peoples with equity.” 11 Let the heavens rejoice, and let the earth be glad; let the sea thunder and all that is in it; let the field be joyful and all that is therein. 12 Then shall all the trees of the wood shout for joy at 


your coming, O LORD, for you come to judge the earth. 13 You will judge the world with righteousness and the peoples with your truth.
Second Reading 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10 
Most likely this letter is the first written by Paul. Paul gives pastoral encouragement and reassurances to new Christians living in an antagonistic environment. Their commitment of faith, love, and hope makes them a model for other new Christian communities. .
1Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy, To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: Grace to you and peace. 2We always give thanks to God for all of you and mention you in our prayers, constantly 3 remembering before our God and Father your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. 4 For we know, brothers and sisters beloved by God, that he has chosen you, 5 because our message of the gospel came to you not in word only but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction; just as you know what kind of persons we proved to be among you for your sake. 6 And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, for in spite of persecution you received the word with joy from the Holy Spirit, 7 so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia. 8 For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia but in every place your faith in God has become known, so that we have no need to speak about it. 9 For they report about us what kind of welcome we had among you and how you turned to God from idols to serve a living and true God 10 and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath.
Gospel Matthew 22:15-22 
After Jesus begins teaching in the temple, religious leaders try to trap him with questions. First they ask if God’s people should pay taxes to an earthly tyrant like Caesar.
15 The Pharisees went and plotted to entrap [Jesus] in what he said. 16 So they sent their disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, “Teacher, we know that you are sincere, and teach the way of God in accordance with truth, and show deference to no one, for you do not regard people with partiality. 17 Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar or not?” 18 But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, “Why are you putting me to the test, you hypocrites? 19 Show me the coin used for the tax.” And they brought him a denarius. 20 Then 

he said to them, “Whose head is this and whose title?” 21 They answered, “Caesar’s.” Then 9 he said to them, “Give therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s.” 22 When they heard this, they were amazed, and they left him and went away. 
Sermon
	The good news this week is that we’re not working with a parable. The bad news this week is that we’re talking about taxes…well, WE’RE not talking about taxes, the question in today’s gospel passage is a question about taxes. And even though today’s gospel does not contain a parable, it doesn’t necessarily mean that it is easier to understand. But I think we will start by understanding the BIG difference between taxes in those days and taxes today, which will be a helpful first step to grasping what is going on here. This will be fun…I think!
	When we talk about taxes today, whether it be property taxes and levies, whether it be sales tax and income tax, federal, state or local taxes, the two things we have to keep in mind are: 1) the revenue that is collected from our taxes goes to pay for services that we collectively as a nation, state, county or community have agreed to support financially, including salaries of those who work in government positions and 2) while, as individuals, we may not agree with everything our tax money goes toward, we do have the opportunity to vote on the leaders who have the responsibility of setting a budget and deciding how to spend tax revenue. We also have the freedom to share our viewpoints with those elected leaders throughout their time in office so that they are well-enough informed to represent us.
	The taxes mentioned in today’s gospel, however, are imposed by the emperor.  The emperor alone makes decisions about how much tax needs to be paid from different regions within the empire. Imposing taxes, which are paid using a coin with the Emperor’s face on it, is a reminder to the occupied people who is in charge and where their loyalty should lie. It also required the common folk to exchange their money for the Roman coin, which actually cost them more. Roman taxes could be used to pay the military, some of whom were stationed among the locals as a show of force to maintain order, to support basic infrastructure, to maintain the temples of the Roman religious cult, to pay the various government officials and to fund public entertainment. In the Roman system, the greatest burden and least benefit of the taxes was on the low-income working class, while the least burden and greatest benefit was for the upper income.

	Now that we’ve covered that, let’s turn to these two groups who come together to entrap Jesus. For no other reason would they ever come together, but for the purpose of trying to trip up Jesus, they have put their differences aside. They ask Jesus, “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor.” This is a Biblical example of a “gotcha” question…I think we’re all familiar with “gotcha” questions at this point. Whether Jesus says, “yes” or “no,” he would be in trouble with someone.  
	But Jesus’ answer is more thoughtful. “Whose head is [on the coin] and whose title?” “Give therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s.” Jesus recognizes the complicated situation of the people, even the religious leaders, at that time. Not paying taxes could have severe consequences; paying taxes was a neutral action, a fulfilment of a requirement imposed upon the people. For many of the common folk who just did their work to make a living, paying the tax with the emperor’s coin was in no way connected to any sense of loyalty or even reverence for the emperor. It was a task they needed to do to keep the peace. 
	The Jerusalem Pharisees and Herodians, however, toyed with their relationship to the empire wanting a share of the power and wealth that came as a result. That means, to some extent, their loyalty and reverence for the ways of the empire were getting in the way of their identity as God’s people. They were giving to the emperor more than his coin…they were giving him and his ways authority over their values, their decisions, their perspective, the way they lived out their faith. For Jesus to say, “Give to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are Gods,” should give them pause…maybe that’s what it means when it says, “they were amazed.” While Jesus’ statement acknowledges a very complicated situation for God’s people, it also allows us to reflect on the question: what things are God’s?  
	I already know your answer…everything is God’s! So maybe we need a better question…how do we give to God what is God’s? One thing I don’t want us to walk away thinking today is that we are supposed to keep our civic life and our faith life separate.  For more about that, come to my study on the social statement “Faith and Civic Life,” which starts this Monday at 6 pm. Instead, we look to Jesus and what Jesus reveals about what is God’s.  Jesus revealed that all people are God’s and he claimed us as God’s children through his death and resurrection. 

	What does it mean that God has claimed us as God’s own? It means that we are part of God’s kingdom, through Christ, and that we look to our God, revealed in Christ, for the ways we are called to interact with this world and one another. And so, when we participate in the world, in life, in our community, we do so guided by the ways of God’s kingdom, not Caesar’s kingdom, not in ways that put burden upon those already burdened in life, but in ways that lift up and care for those lives, as God lifted up all of our lives by sending Christ to die and rise for our salvation. Amen.
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