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Turning the Tables
Scripture Background
This information isn’t meant to be read aloud, but as background for the leader. If 
helpful, share some of it in conversation with the group.

The first reading only makes sense if we know the historical setting of Isaiah’s 
prophecy. At the time of writing, the Israelites are exiles in Babylon after the 
Babylonians destroyed their nation and their temple, and carried them away as 
slaves. Cyrus is the ruler of Persia, someone the Israelites would not consider 
an ally. Yet Isaiah proclaims that God will use Cyrus to do his will, even without 
Cyrus recognizing it. History tells us that Cyrus conquers the Babylonians and 
allows the Israelites to go free and return to their homeland. The lesson is that 
God can use anyone, even a foreigner who worships another God, as an instru-
ment to do good for the people. 

Opening Prayer
Pray the following aloud together, beginning with the Sign of the Cross:

+  In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Gracious God, you call us to learn from you and follow you.

Give us the openness to hear your call and the courage to step out in faith.

We ask this in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Gospel Reading: Matthew 22:15-21
Ask someone to read this passage aloud, then pause for a minute of silence.

Ask: What struck you about this reading or the liturgy this week?

Allow for sharing. Move on to the next section once the sharing has died down.

Reflections on the Reading
Invite each person in the circle to read one 
paragraph aloud:

The Pharisees are getting more 
and more uncomfortable with Je-
sus’ teachings, so they try to turn 
the tables and trap him. The irony is that 
usually the Pharisees dislike the Herodi-
ans who are supporters of King Herod, the 
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model for believers

 ▶ Matthew 22:15-21 - 
Paying tax to the emperor
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Roman ruler of their land. However, in their desire to unite against a common 
enemy, Jesus, they enlist the Herodians’ help. 

The Jews were required to pay taxes to their hated occupiers, the Romans. Not 
only were the taxes oppressive to the majority of people who were poor, but 
they had to be paid with Roman coins engraved with Caesar’s image. Jewish 
laws strictly forbid images or engravings of God, and the fact that Caesar billed 
himself as a god was especially offensive to Jews. Understandably, Jews were re-
sentful about the entire situation because paying the tax gave the impression that 
they were participating in Caesar’s worship. So if Jesus were to respond that it 
is lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, the Pharisees would find fault with him. On the 
other hand, the Herodians, as representatives of the Romans, will take issue with 
Jesus if he suggests they shouldn’t pay the taxes. 

Jesus responds brilliantly, refusing to give a yes or no answer. When the Phari-
sees hand him a Roman coin, they convict themselves. This episode takes place 
in the Jerusalem temple, and Jewish tradition said that they could not carry such 
coins in the sacred temple. (That is why there were moneychangers on hand—to 
convert the Roman money to Jewish money for currency in the temple.) So the 
Pharisees are “outed” for their cooperation with Rome, and Jesus moves the 
conversation to a different level. The coin with the emperor’s image belongs to 
the emperor to begin with—so give it back to him, he says. Then, he lays out the 
real challenge for those trying to trap him—discern what is of God and give that 
your attention and respect.

Questions for Discussion
Read each question aloud, one at a time, followed by time for sharing. 

History is full of examples of repressive rulers requiring the oppressed 
people to do demeaning things. Can you give a more recent example?

When have you experienced a conflict between your religious beliefs and 
the laws of a secular government? 

 Share an example of finding freedom in focusing on giving to God what 
God is asking of you.

Closing Prayer
Pray the following aloud together:

Lord, help us to lay aside our anxieties and fears. 

Give us the peace that surpasses all understanding. 

Help us to continuing doing what we have learned,  
and received, and heard, and seen in you.

We ask this in Jesus’ name, 

Amen.


