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 I had a friend in college who was a member of, shall we say, a minor political party.  On 

his dorm room wall he had an enormous poster promoting somebody I had never heard of for 

president.  Now, I’m really not a partisan kind of guy, and I think one of the glories of 

democracy is that everybody gets a voice, so I asked my friend to give me the five-minute sales 

pitch: why should I vote for his man? 

 

 Some of the things my friend said made good sense.  Some of them were a little more 

questionable, like his insistence that the 16
th

 Amendment – the one that authorized the income 

tax – had never been properly ratified.  But again, I’m an open-minded guy, so I asked whether 

my friend had ever met the candidate.  He said that he hadn’t, but that he had heard him speak at 

a convention via a video link. 

 

 That kind of piqued my curiosity, so I asked why he had spoken via a video link.  “Oh, 

well,” my friend explained, “he lives in the Cayman Islands.  He’d be arrested if he showed up.”  

To his credit, I guess, that business about income taxes wasn’t just talk.  The man lived it.  He 

was a tax fugitive. 

 

 I mention that only by way of pointing out two great universal truths that apply to the 

twenty-first century just as well as they did to the first: a.) no one likes to pay taxes; and b.) if 

you don’t pay, it’s not going to end well for you. 

 

 Those truths underpin the trap that was laid for Jesus here by this unlikely coalition of the 

Pharisees (who opposed Roman rule and hated paying taxes) and Herodians (who were more or 

less Roman tax collectors).  They didn’t have much in common, but they did have one thing: 

they didn’t like Jesus.  They both regarded him as a threat.  So they conspired, according to 

Mark, to “trap him in his talk.” 

 

 But first – as with any good trap – they had to lure him in.  And flattery makes for great 

bait: “Teacher,” they said, “we know that you are true and do not care about anyone’s opinion.  

For you are not swayed by appearances, but truly teach the way of God.”  All of which, as it 

happens, was true, not that they meant it.  It was just a set up for the trap, which they set 

immediately: 

 

 “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?  Should we pay them, or should we not?” 

 



 Now, to their credit, this particular trap was really clever and well-laid.  It was a yes-or-

no question with no good answer.  The “tax” that they spoke of was the kensos, or census – the 

same head-tax that took Joseph and Mary to Bethlehem for Jesus’ birth.  It was bitterly opposed 

in Judea, for two reasons.  One was religious: the tax had to be paid in Roman coin – 

specifically, the denarius, a silver coin that bore a picture of the emperor and an inscription.  

Both were offensive to religious Jews.  The picture was offensive because it was regarded as a 

violation of the Second Commandment, which forbade carved images or likenesses.  Mark 

actually uses the word eikon, which can just as easily refer to a pagan idol as a portrait on a coin 

– both of which religious Jews would have regarded as hopelessly sinful.  The inscription was 

even worse.  It read, “Tiberius Caesar divi Augusti filius Augustus,” which means, “Tiberius 

Caesar, son of the god Augustus.”  It was flat-out pagan, not to mention a blatant reminder of the 

Jews’ political subjugation to the Roman Empire. 

 

 The second reason the kensos, or head-tax was bitterly opposed was more practical.  It 

was a perfectly flat tax – the same amount levied on the richest merchant as on the poorest 

beggar.  What that meant was that it fell really, really hard on the poor. 

 

 What the Pharisees and Herodians were doing – at least, what they were trying to do – 

was to put Jesus in an untenable position.  If he said, “yes, pay the tax,” he would lose credibility 

with religious Jews, nationalistic Jews, and most of all, with the poor, who loved him.  But if he 

said, “no, don’t pay,” the full weight of the Roman bureaucratic machine would come down on 

his head.  It’s pretty clear from the buttering-up they gave him that they expected him to say 

“no,” and get hauled off to jail.  But they didn’t know who they were dealing with. 

 

 In verse 15, Mark tells us that Jesus knew their game – literally, he knew “their 

hypocrisy.”  And he wasn’t about to fall for it.  He asked, “Why put me to the test?”  But he also 

followed up with a request: “bring me a denarius and let me look at it.” 

 

 Think about that for a second: the Son of God, the Messiah, didn’t have any money.  The 

denarius was a small silver coin, the equivalent of a days’ wages for a manual laborer – in 

modern terms, maybe $75?  And yet he was perfectly content.  Perfectly happy. 

 

 When the coin was given to him, Jesus posed a simple question back at his inquisitors: 

“Whose likeness and inscription is this?” 

 

 They hemmed and hawed and stared at their feet.  Finally, they spat an answer out: 

“Caesar!”  And he replied, without a hint of triumph, “Render to Caesar the things that are 

Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” 

 



 Now, on the one hand, this is a pretty ringing endorsement of the authority of 

governments to raise taxes.  The New Testament is unequivocal about the God-ordained role of 

government to secure the peace and provide for the common welfare, which includes the right to 

levy the necessary taxes (see Romans 13). 

 

 At the same time, Jesus was pointing out to the Pharisees, in particular, that they were 

already using these silver coins on a daily basis for ordinary business.  If they were really that 

opposed to Roman rule, they should refuse.  As it was, they were perfectly happy to use 

Tiberius’ coins to buy bread and oil.  Just not to pay taxes. 

 

 And yet, this is not, exactly, a ringing endorsement of Rome.  Listen to what Jesus 

actually said: “Render to Caesar what is Caesar’s.”  A more literal translation would be to return 

to Caesar what is Caesar’s.  In other words, his picture is on it.  His claim to divinity is printed 

on its face.  So let him have it.  Give it back to him.  You don’t need it anyway.  God will 

provide.  Instead give to God what actually belongs to him. 

 

 And funny enough, that was the real issue.  These Pharisees and Herodians came to Jesus 

with a question about what people owed to Caesar.  Jesus insisted that the real question is what 

we owe to God.  The coin bore Caesar’s image, and should be given back to him.  Human 

beings, on the other hand, bear the image of God.  They were made in his likeness, male and 

female. (Gen. 1:26-27)  Isn’t he entitled to us?  To our lives?  To our whole being? 

 

 Nobody likes taxes.  I don’t care who you are.  But they’re going to get it out of you one 

way or another.  And in fact, as Christians, we are commanded to pay.  But rendering to Caesar 

what is Caesar’s is only a minor detail of the Christian life.  Much, much, much more important 

is that we give to God what is God’s.  And the answer to that is going to be so much bigger than 

our finances. 

 

 We owe God our obedience.  Now, we know, if we’re being honest, that we don’t 

actually give him our obedience, at least not perfectly, not the way he requires.  Which is why 

we cling to the promise of forgiveness, to the fulfillment of our debt by Jesus on the cross, 

through faith in him.  His blood cleanses from all unrighteousness.  And he gives us the ability to 

live lives of obedience. 

 

 But that’s not all we owe.  We owe God our hearts.  We owe him our love and our desire 

– not to wealth, or a career, or power, or honor, or anything else, but to God. 

 

 We owe him our lives.  Every aspect of them.  Our work, our family, our recreation, our 

hobbies – how do they honor him?  It doesn’t matter if you’re a missionary or a miner, a 



secretary or a septic tank cleaner, a nurse or a night watchman: are you working, in your own 

humble way, that he might be glorified? 

 

 And we owe him our allegiance.  God has to come first.  This is difficult: the world puts a 

lot of demands on you, on your time, on your finances, on your morality.  Are you willing to put 

God first?  Are you willing to put other things aside to make it to worship?  Are you willing to 

forgo that extravagant expenditure to support missions?  Are you willing to subordinate your 

own desires, whether it’s for a relationship, or a job, or anything else, to his will? 

 

 Before you answer, know this: God set everything aside for you.  For you he gave his 

Son.  For you, Christ laid down the glories of heaven, took on your flesh and weaknesses, was 

obedient even to the cross.  For you he died, and for you he rose again in glory.  Remember that. 

 

 Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s.  But don’t forget to render to God the 

things that are God’s.  Amen. 

 


