You might notice today how Jesus expresses quite a bit of irritation at the people who question him.  You don’t see this part of Jesus very often, but I think it’s pretty clear that he’s not happy with them.  Even though they come to him and preface their question with all sorts of flattery, saying: “You’re a truthful man…you teach according to God’s truth…you’re a man of integrity who doesn’t let other people’s opinions or status sway you” – despite those remarks, Jesus is still irritated at their question about paying the census tax.  He’s irritated because he can see right through them.  He knows their real motive—Scripture says, “[He knows] their malice.”  They were sent by the Pharisees to test Jesus, to catch him in an awkward position, to condemn him for his response to an impossible question (because no matter what Jesus might say, they’ll find fault with it).  

You can really sense his irritation.  Jesus says, “Why are you testing me?  Give me a coin.  Look here.  Whose face is this?”  They say, “Well, it’s Caesar’s.”  Jesus hands the coin back to them and says, “Then it belongs to Caesar.  Give it back to him.  But give to God what is God’s.”  Now to Jesus, it’s a simple answer.  It should be obvious.  There’s no reason why these people should try to manipulate and deceive when in the end their plan is not going to succeed.  
Sometimes we’re not as sharp as Jesus is.  We can’t always see past other people’s nice words and actions to see their true motives.  Sure, we might have our suspicions, but we never know for sure what they’re really thinking unless that person were to make it abundantly clear that they were out to deceive us or take advantage of us.  So, our inability to discern the motives of others’ hearts can lead to suspicion, fear and paranoia.  Of course, if everyone always had good motives, this wouldn’t be a problem.  

When I was in high school, I used to think that if people make a promise, they’ll stay true to their word.  It’s a basic tenet of personal integrity.  One time, I was befriended by a girl that I really liked talking to.  She was interesting, fun to be around.  We would talk, and I’d help her with her homework.  We were becoming friends, so I thought.  One time she offered to come pick me up at my house to take me to school (I generally rode the bus), so that day I arranged to let the bus go on without me, trusting that she would be there.  But she never showed.  After great efforts to then find a ride to school, I ran into her, and she blew it off like no big deal.  It slowly came to light that all along she had been using me to get good grades (turned out she was cheating off my homework)—she really didn’t have any intention of being friends.  In the end, my failure to read her motives properly hurt me.  But it didn’t really change my belief about people – I still think that if people make a promise, then they’re intending to follow through on that promise, or else why make a promise at all?  I just needed to learn and be okay with the fact that not everyone will stay true to their word.
Some of you might have seen the recent movie “My Idiot Brother” – of course, not the nicest description for a brother.  That title really is reflective of what people thought of him simply because of his outlook on life.  So, the premise is that this guy, Ned, is an idealist.  He looks at life through rose-colored glasses, thinks the best of everyone, trusts everyone, never imagines that people could lie or have any ulterior motives.  He lives by the philosophy that what people say is what people mean.  He says: “I believe everyone has good intentions, and if you just trust that, then people will always do the right thing.”  Wonderful, wonderful outlook on life!—and it would work if it coincided with reality.  What happens is that this gets Ned into trouble time and time again, because the fact is, not everyone has good intentions.  Not everyone can be trusted as much as Ned is willing to trust them.  
So Ned has this very child-like attitude toward others.  And it shows in his relationships.  People get him to do things and say things that eventually get him into a lot of trouble and cause a lot of problems for his sisters, all because he believes that what other people tell him is motivated by pure intentions.  He really wants to believe in the very best in people.  And that really endears you to him.  But that’s exactly why his sisters call him an idiot—they think it’s naïve.  
A lot of people hold this same belief as Ned, that people are basically good (maybe not to the same extent as Ned, but to some extent).  And in the end, this is true.  Despite the bad things people do, we are created good, because we’re created in the image and likeness of God, with the ability to think and to love and to praise God.  No other creature on earth is given these abilities.  But this goodness is corrupted by sin – we choose at times to follow our own selfish ways.  It doesn’t take away from our basic goodness, but it does obscure it, and it does eat away at that goodness and makes it less evident for other people to see.  
When we consider human nature, we might consider two extremes:

· When we fail to acknowledge that people do do selfish things and at times they do have ulterior motives.  To disregard that would be to fail to recognize how powerful of an influence sin can be in our lives.  

· The other extreme is when we think there’s absolutely no goodness in others, when we think that everything people do is motivated by selfish motives.  More often than not, we tend to have this attitude toward only a few select enemies of ours, and say that everything they do is wrong and they’re absolutely incapable of anything praiseworthy.  This attitude is a result of a lack of love and charity.  And how can we truly love anyone when we withhold love from even a single person?  

The reality of human nature is somewhere in the middle: We are created good, and every person is capable of doing great things for the glory of God.  But every person is also capable of great evil.  That includes you, and that includes me, everyone.  Given the right time and place and circumstance, we are capable of almost anything, good or bad.  The key is to keep our hearts and minds in check, and examine our conscience every day to make sure we’re living as God wants us to live.  And then, begin to see others the way God sees us all, as persons with the same basic needs in life (to love and to be loved), as persons who sometimes go astray and make mistakes (even if at times they are conscious choices).  We should look with compassion on one another for their weakness, just as God does, because we know at times we can be just as weak as them.  And then, we heed the words of Jesus Christ today, to fall on His grace to help us in our weakness, to give to God what belongs to God, which is everything we have and everything we are.  We remember that He is the Lord, and there is no other in heaven or on earth who is able to provide for us in our need as He is.  
