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An Untamed Savior
Matthew 22:15-22

One  Sunday afternoon, somewhere someplace a computer that makes phone calls realized that

I had just stepped in the shower, and picked that moment to call. With amazing speed for a

person my age, I managed to turn off the water, grab a towel, trip over the cat who for some

unknown reason was standing at the bathroom door when she knows her treats are kept on the

dresser on the other side of the room, and answer the phone before  the answering machine

whirred into action.

Upon further reflection, I might have reflected that that’s what answering machines are for, to

answer calls when I am away, busy, or, wet. But of course not. Phone rings, I answer. Pavlov

would have been proud. 

I answer, and it is a call not just placed by any computer, but a Christian computer, or at least

owned by a Christian, because here is what it said, something like this: this is not a sales call.

Please stay on the line if you want to receive the promise good health. For healing, just claim the following

Scriptures... and then followed a psalm and a gospel reading about Jesus restoring someone to

health and one other that I can’t recall.

But I thought about it. Claim these Scriptures. As if Scriptures are a magical potion, a spiritual

form of Abacadabra or “Rain, rain, go away, come back another day.” As if by claiming these

verses, we tame God or coerce God into healing us. 

The phone call struck me as being just a little cruel, though well-intentioned. Because October

is the month that brings to mind  my mother’s memorial service. October is the month that

more than found me   traveling to Virginia , standing in for my brother, to attend special

ceremony at my nephew’s school, my brother having passed. 

Did the call mean to say that if only I or my brother or my mother had claimed that Scripture,

they would be alive today? Can faith be reduced to such a simple level? Of course not. And you
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see, the problem with such phone calls is that if we are not careful, if we do claim the Scripture

or if we do pray in a certain way that we are commanded, and then bad stuff still happens, we

begin to think that God no longer cares about us. Or we begin to think that we are being

punished. Because we had been told how to tame God, how to make God do what we want,

and yet  God remains untamed. 

In our Scripture this morning, they want to tame Jesus, in one way or another. Because Jesus

has been preaching a new way of understanding God. And managed to upset almost everyone,

except for those whose lives he has touched and transformed. 

Here’s the situation. As Jesus gained in popularity, folks wanted to claim him for their own

objectives. The Pharisees didn’t want Jesus associating with the so-called unclean folks because

the undermined their legalistic religion. 

The Zealots, who hoped for a new and restored Israel as a free and independent nation, wanted

Jesus to affirm their goals. Indeed, it is thought on Palm Sunday that many of those cheering

were Zealots, thinking Jesus would become a warrior king like David had been a thousand years

before. 

But Jesus remained untamed. He told the Pharisees that law without compassion is ungodly.

To the dreams of the Zealots, he said, my kingdom is not of this world. It involves hearts and souls

and faith, not armies and political objectives. 

Jesus doesn’t answer to us. We answer to Jesus. But people didn’t like that. Because any time

we allow Jesus to examine our motives too closely, suddenly our thoughts, our positions, our

attitudes don’t seem so certain. 

In this political season, it is always interesting to see the various sides try to claim Jesus for

themselves. Conservatives say, Jesus agrees with us about prayer in school and strong family

values. Liberals say, Jesus agrees with us about more food and anti-poverty programs, for as

you do it unto the least of these, you do it unto Jesus himself. And we want to tame Jesus, make

our agenda his, while all the time he is calling us to make his agenda ours. 
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And a similar sort of posturing is behind our Scripture lesson this morning. But instead of two

political  parties trying to get Jesus to take their side, it is two religious parties, who disagreed

on almost everything else, banding together to get rid of Jesus. 

To tame him in a different way, by destroying him. They concoct a rather delicious scheme,

actually. They are going to trap him, tame him by giving him a yes-no question. No matter

which way Jesus answers, he will be in trouble. 

Here are the two groups in the Scripture this morning, the Pharisees and the Herodians, both

factions in the Jewish faith of the time. They detest each other, but find common cause in their

opposition to Jesus. Pharisees, were fiercely loyal to the Jewish Law, ardent nationalists,

opposed to the Roman rule. 

They didn’t go as far as the Zealots, who advocated armed conflict, but they were pretty

adamant. “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar?” If Jesus answers yes, then the Pharisees will

denounce him as being disloyal to his own people of being a lackey for Rome and Caesar. 

Now on the other side, the Herodians, yes, people who supported King Herod, the King

installed by Rome. After all, the splendid temple in Jerusalem, in which Jesus himself

worshiped from time to time, had actually been built by the Roman authorities on behalf of the

Jewish religion. So, they were Jewish people loyal to Rome.  Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar?

If Jesus answers “no,” then the Herodians will denounce Jesus as a traitor to Rome. 

A yes-no answer, either one of which will tame Jesus. Trap him. But Jesus is wise to them. He

sees what they are trying to do. Is it lawful to pay taxes?  We often use this Scripture, and not

unfairly, to talk about our obligations to our nation. But Jesus’ answer points deeper: it speaks

of our obligation to God himself. Is Caesar’s face on the coin? Then, OK, I guess he can have

it.

But what about your relationship to God? That’s the decisive issue. For Pharisees and

Herodians. And you. And me. Jesus did not come to answer all our questions or to be boxed

in by our perceptions of him. He came to lead us to a new life, under God’s rule. 
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It shocks some to find out that Jesus was not, in fact, a Methodist. Or a Baptist. Or Catholic.

It shocks others to find out that Jesus was not a Democrat. Or a Republican. Or an American.

It shocks others to find out that Jesus never did use the King James Version of the Bible. 

We never can tame Jesus, make him our errand boy to support our prejudices and our outlook,

though more times than I like to admit, I have tried. 

Jesus loves you just the way you are. True enough. But Jesus doesn’t love us just the way we

are so that we always stay just the way we are. And Jesus does not love our every thought, our

every attitude. Nor does Jesus’ love mean that he will make our world just the way we want

it.

Jesus loves us in order to  transform us. Jesus loves us in order to  give us new hearts, new

vision, new life. He doesn’t reject the woman caught in adultery, but then again he doesn’t say

to her, “enjoy your date tonight.” He says, “Go and sin no more.” We don’t tame Jesus. He

seeks to tame us.

The God Jesus reveals to us cannot be tamed. That phone call I received   was from a well-

meaning group that thought it had tamed God through the Scriptures. Faith in God reduced to

a magic potion. Read the right verses and healing is yours. As if God is obligated to us. 

Jesus, we are going to make you into a Zealot, or prove you are a Pharisee or show you are a

Herodian. But Jesus’ answer shows he is not about to be tamed. His kingdom is not of this

world. And his ways can never be reduced simply to our wants, our wishes, our desires, our

point of view. 

Have I witnessed healing that can not be explained adequately by doctors? Indeed I have. But

I have also seen people I love die, no matter what Scripture is claimed, no matter what prayers

were prayed. 

And where does that leave us? With an untamed Savior, whose ways are finally mysterious to

us. But I do know this, when I pray, when I read Scripture, it is not to convince God to love
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me. He already does. 

And it is not to convince God to change his mind about something. God really needs very little

of my advice. 

And if I don’t understand, I can recall Paul’s experience with his thorn in the flesh. Paul knew

God loved him. Paul knew God had claimed him. Paul knew God had saved him. So Paul makes

his claim upon God: take this thorn away from me.

Which God doesn’t do. Instead, God says, “My grace is sufficient” and gives Paul a glimpse of

heaven, and Paul leaves that encounter, encouraged and refreshed, to continue to live his life

with joy and promise. . . thorn still firmly embedded. A beautiful life, a God-filled, God-

blessed life is not always found in the absence of suffering; it is found in God who is with us in

the midst of suffering, challenge, and difficulty. 

God didn’t do what Paul had wanted, but God still loved Paul. And I can claim all the Scripture

I want, and still sometimes a brother and a mother die. And if all I knew of God was to claim

stuff for myself in the name of faith, then I would leave God behind when He doesn’t come

through for me the way I demanded.  

For you see, if we seek to tame Jesus, we will be disappointed. If we seek to make him answer

all  our questions, we will never find him. For faith is not ultimately having questions answered,

it is living for God despite our questions. 

Like the Herodians and Pharisees and the folks on the phone that Sunday before me, I realized

again that I cannot tame Jesus. He doesn’t answer my every question nor do my every bidding.

But in the joy of living still another day, even during those difficult times, and in the savoring

again the glory of this creation, and in those special moments of joy and promise, I know again

that even as we cannot tame Jesus, yet his spirit sets us free to live life with abundance and hope

and promise. 

And that’s good enough for me. Amen. 
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