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It is amazing how this sermon series has 
coincided with the presidential debates. As I 
prepare each of these sermons I find so many 
analogues between Jesus’ encounters and the 
debates. Especially this week with the “Gotcha 
questions.” Depending upon your perspective, they 
are either good journalism or biased and self-
serving. One commentator wrote that it feels like 
we are watching a “Presidential Survivor” show and 
the last one on the island is the most quick-witted 
and social-media savvy.  

Either way, it has so disturbed the Republican 
Debates that Reince Priebus, the chairman of the 
Republican National Committee, wrote a letter 
accusing the moderators of “engag[ing] in a series 
of ‘gotcha’ questions, petty and mean-spirited in 
tone, and designed to embarrass our candidates.” 

That is precisely the type of question the 
Pharisees have asked Jesus this morning. Verse 15 
tells us as much - - “they plotted to entrap him!” 
Apparently, such questions are nothing new! 
However, it takes some historical background to 
fully appreciate the “gotcha” nature of the 
question. 

The tax referred to is the Roman head tax 
instituted in the year 6 A.D. when Judea became a 
Roman province. It was this tax that began the 
Zealot movement, stoking nationalism that 
eventually led to the disastrous war, culminating in 
the destruction of the Temple in 70 A.D. The tax 
could only be paid in Roman coin, which contained 
a blasphemous statement “Tiberius Caesar Divi 
Augusti Filius Augustus Pontifex Maximus (Tiberius 
Ceasar, august son of the divine Augustus, high 
priest) [Eugene Boring, The New Interpreter’s Bible, 
Volume VIII, p. 420]. 

The question was meant to entrap Jesus 
because if He replied, “Yes, pay the tax,” He would 

be alienating the zealots but, if He said “no,” He 
would be subject to arrest by the Romans! The 
epitome of the “gotcha” question!  

Again we see Jesus take control of a 
conversation and He does not let the Pharisees 
aggression go unchallenged. “Why are you putting 
me to the test, you hypocrites?” 

Jesus seems annoyed at their inanity and their 
caricature of faithfulness. 

Once again, unfortunately, like last week, we 
find ourselves in the uncomfortable position of 
having to put ourselves in the Pharisees’ shoes. 

The Pharisees are pretending to seek Jesus’ 
advice. Perhaps the most common way we do the 
same is when we ask God for a sign.  

Remember Jim Carey in “Bruce Almighty”? He is 
in his car in a crisis of faith. He’s asking God for a 
sign. He prays, “What should I do? Give me a 
signal.” Suddenly a blinking road sign flashes 
“Caution Ahead!” Bruce completely ignores it and 
continues his prayer, “I need your guidance Lord. 
Please! Give me a sign!!” At this point a Mac Truck 
pulls in front of him filled with road signs that read, 
“Turn Around” and “Wrong Way!” Completely 
oblivious, he becomes agitated with the truck, 
“What’s this joker doing?!” He speeds around the 
truck and continues, “Lord, I’m desperate, I need a 
miracle. Please!... Answer me!!!” Finally, his beeper 
goes off and after looking at the number, which is 
the number for Information, he puts it back in his 
pocket, saying, “I’ll never call you! Whoever you 
are!” 

But these antics are not only in the movies. 
Have you ever caught yourself asking your friends 
or a loved one a question without even listening for 
the answer? I must admit it happened to me the 
other day. “Wendy, what do you want to watch?” 
Meanwhile, I am surfing the channels mindlessly 
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and after a minute or so I land on some show. I 
think it was Justified, a modern law man show.  
“Tom! Hello?” It’s not until she calls my name that 
I even remember I had asked her the question. 

Like me, Bruce Almighty, and the Pharisees we 
have the veneer of making a request but we are not 
really listening for an answer. Here is a clue. If you 
are in the position to ask God for a sign, frequently 
that is the sign that God wants you to do this thing 
and you do not! God has already laid it on your 
heart, but you’re still fighting it! 

But there is another, even more problematic 
challenge we face in our faith. 

Jesus called them hypocrite. A word we have 
become so used to hearing that we hardly consider 
its meaning. “Hypocrite” derives from the Greek 
hypokrisis, meaning stage actor or one who wears 
a mask. He is accusing them of wearing the mask of 
faith in God without having an authentic heart.  

Jesus is ripping off their masks because they are 
so destructive. This past week at Cornerstone 
Baptist church about 1500 people from all over the 
community gathered to hear bestselling author 
Wes Moore tell his story. His story is one of triumph 
through adversity. 

He grew up in a difficult neighborhood in 
Baltimore and started down a dangerous path. 
They moved to the Bronx where his mother sent 
him to a private school, Riverdale. At one point he 
found he was wearing two masks. He was too poor 
for the other kids at Riverdale and too rich for his 
friends back home. At school he worked hard to 
hide his poverty by mix and matching his three 
good shirts and pants so that every day he had a 
fresh combination. When the other kids talked 
about summering in Greece or Spain he would join 
in talking about his so-called vacation home in 
Brooklyn, which was actually his grandfather’s 
church. But, as he said, “Flatbush wasn't exactly the 
French Riviera!” With his neighborhood crew he 
would speak differently, trying to convince them he 
was one of them. 

Wearing these masks turned him inside out and 
made him crazy and, at some point, he decided to 
no longer wear the masks and to not care what 
others think or say. “Why should I? There is only 
one voice that I care about and who I know cares 
about me, and that’s my Lord.” 

Before Jesus answered the Pharisees questions, 
He looks at the coin. I can imagine He took a few 
moments, perhaps rubs it between His fingers, 
turns it over in His hand and then looks at the 
desecrating image and inscription that contains 
those blasphemous words. “Whose head is this?” 
“The emperor’s” they reply. “Give to the emperor 
the things that are the emperor’s and to God the 
things that are God’s.” 

Our attention and willingness to listen belongs 
to God, not to the emperor. We are to listen to His 
voice and not those of the world. 

The clearer Wes was about that, the straighter 
his life was. He eventually became a combat 
veteran, graduate of John’s Hopkins, a Rhodes 
Scholar, and bestselling author. 

Jesus wanted those Pharisees to take off that 
mask of faith that wasn't about God but about 
them. The Pharisees’ entire faith had become so 
turned inward that they ceased to live a faith of 
love. Love – the very center and heart of God. 

He wants the same for us. He wants us, like 
Wes, to listen only to His voice. He wants us, like 
the Pharisees, to take off that mask. 

It is actually straightforward; it’s not 
complicated. James, in his epistle, tells us how. “Be 
doers of the words and not merely hearers who 
deceive themselves.” The rubber of our faith meets 
the road when we commit ourselves to action in His 
name. 

The hypocrisy and the mask of faith come off 
when we are willing to risk ourselves for others in 
Jesus’ name. Last Tuesday night Wes Moore asked 
us, “Who did you choose to stand up for when it 
wasn't easy? The most important question you will 
be asked is, ‘Who did you fight for’?” 
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Jesus has promised to stand up for us before 
our Father when we have the courage to stand up 
for others. The Pharisees only stood up for their 
own power, perfectly willing to let a man suffer 
simply because it was the Sabbath or a woman to 
be stoned so they could lay a trap. 

In hearing and responding to God’s call to 
action in His name, it creates a certain harmony in 
your faith and a sense of wholeness in your heart. 
We are told Christianity is about love and service 
but so much of our time is spent taking care of me 
and my own, so to speak. The time we spend in our 
jobs, the time we spend caring for children, the 
time we spend at our doctor’s appointments, 
paying our bills, it all can feel so self-centered and 
self-serving. I think that sense of emptiness we 
sometimes have is a symptom of this kind of life. 
Deep inside we wonder if our faith is real. 

I remember feeling this a great deal as a youth. 
I felt the time in school was so selfish (not to 
mention boring). Going to worship was uplifting but 
still something was missing. It was only when I 
served that I felt whole, that I felt real, not like a 
pretender wearing a mask. 

Even ministry can be like that. You have 
meetings to plan meetings, to plan meetings. You 
dress up to look nice. All so decent and in order that 
sometimes it feels obscene. And you wonder . . . is 
this really what Christ asks of us? 

And then you have a conversation in the hall 
with a member. At first it seems like any other quick 
hello on a Sunday morning in between services. 

He tells me that First Presbyterian is one of the 
few places his whole family can go and feel 
welcome, which is a daily challenge for them. It has 
been for years. I can hear a sense of profound 
gratefulness in his voice. He tells you the baptism, 
the communion, and the Sunday school means so 
much when you go through these things. You know 
he must be tired and worn. You find yourself in awe 
of people with such courage. 

And amazed at how those committees upon 
committees upon committees truly can make a 

profound difference in people’s lives. Whatever 
you do, do it in Christ’s name, do it for others. That 
mask of faith will come off and you will find yourself 
looking into the face of God. Amen. 


