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It's easy to hate taxation, isn't it? After all, the thirteen original colonies 

went to war over a whopping 2 percent tax, and we're paying double digit 
percentages of our income in taxes. The government robs its people blind, and 
then uses the money on things we would never approve. And we therefore moan 
and complain about our government. Sometimes we go further. Sometimes we 
will lie and cheat on our income tax, in order to get out of paying taxes, because 
we think our government is being unjust. We will even cloak that cheating with a 
thin veneer of piety by saying that we must give this money to God for His work 
instead of to the government. Of course, whether that money actually ever gets 
to be part of God's kingdom is quite another matter. But we can use all sorts of 
ways to justify ourselves. However, there is no justification for keeping back 
what belongs to the government, or in keeping back what belongs to God. Jesus 
tells us the principle here in verse 21: Give to Caesar what is Caesar's, and to 
God what is God's. 

This story is yet another example of how the Jews tried to trap Jesus in 
His words, so that they could condemn Him to death. This is clear from verse 
15, which says that the Pharisees were trying to trap Jesus in His words. In 
order to do this, they allied themselves with their normal rivals, the Herodians. 
Now, the Herodians were supporters of the government of Herod, which in turn 
was subsidized by Rome. So, the Herodians would be supporters of the tax to 
Caesar. The Pharisees, however, and most of the Jews, hated the tax, and 
would much rather see rebellion come from it. They hated the rulership of 
foreigners in their land. And the tax was one of the things that Jews hated most 
about Roman rule. Isn't it amazing, then, how these two factions can be united 
together, when they have a common enemy in Jesus Christ? It reminds us of 
Psalm 2, where it says that the kings of the earth rise up and take counsel 
together against the Lord, and against His anointed one. All other enemies are 
forgotten, because this enemy, Jesus Christ, is very, very dangerous to both the 
Herodians and to the Pharisees. 

Jesus is dangerous to the Pharisees because Jesus' way of salvation does 
not depend on keeping the law, which is what the Pharisees wanted. The 
Pharisees, let us remind ourselves, were people of the book of the law. They 
loved the law of God. And they hated the idea of breaking the law so much that 
they added many regulations around the law so that if they didn't disobey the 
lesser regulations, then wouldn't disobey the greater regulations. This is what 
they called “putting a fence around the law.” the problem was that their fence 
introduced contradictions between one law and another. For instance, the law 



about giving taxes to the temple was made into such a form that sons did not 
have to take care of their parents anymore. Instead, the son would just say that 
any gift that would have gone towards taking care of their parents (thus honoring 
the fifth commandment) was instead given to the temple. So rather than having 
two obligations, the son made it so that he only had one, and thus disobeyed the 
fifth commandment in obeying the temple tax law. The Pharisees added laws to 
the Sabbath law to such an extent that deeds of mercy were no longer possible 
on the Sabbath, contrary to the spirit of the fourth commandment. And on and on 
it went. Jesus overthrew all of this kind of thinking in His teaching. He rejected 
any teachings of mankind that were not part of God's law. He brought back our 
consideration to the substance of the law, not the smaller matters of the law. He 
proved that the Pharisees were not really obeying the law at all. So the 
Pharisees were unmasked. This is why the Pharisees hated Jesus. Jesus was 
very dangerous to their way of thinking. 

However, Jesus was also very dangerous to the Herodians. These people 
are what we might call the social gospel type of people. Cooperation with the 
government is the way to go, so that they can take care of people's physical 
needs. Never mind about whether they are compromising themselves to the 
Roman government, and worshiping and serving Caesar rather than God. That 
wasn't important to the Herodians. They wanted their kingdom here on earth. 
And Herod, under the authority of Rome, seemed to them the most likely way to 
get this kind of power. Against this way of thinking, Jesus preached about a 
kingdom that was not of this world. Jesus preached about sin and forgiveness. 
He never preached a social gospel. He did not preach that we should exit this 
world either. It is a very difficult balance for us to thread, isn't it? We need to be 
in the world, but not of the world. Most Christians fall into an over-emphasis on 
either the one or the other side of that equation. Some Christians are too much 
of the world, and others are not enough in the world. Jesus' message is that we 
are to be in the world, but not of it. The Pharisees erred in not wanting really to 
be part of the world. The Herodians erred in wanting to be too much like the 
world. Jesus opposes both errors, and is thus a threat to both the Pharisees and 
the Herodians. 

Verse 16 shows us how clever and sly the Pharisees and Herodians are. 
They first butter up Jesus, giving Him some very nice compliments about his 
integrity, His truth, and His lack of favoritism. These statements about Jesus are 
quite true. Jesus is the man of integrity about which Psalm 1 speaks. Jesus is 
the Way, the Truth, and the Life. So, all truth belongs to Jesus. It is quite true 
that Jesus teaches the way of God in accordance with the truth. And thirdly, it is 
also quite true that Jesus shows no favoritism. He does not coddle the rich and 
ignore the poor. He was sent to seek and to save the lost, no matter what their 



condition was. What the Pharisees and Herodians say about Jesus is therefore 
quite true. However, their purpose in saying these things to Jesus was to make 
Him over-confident so that He would take a position that would offend either the 
Pharisees or the Herodians. They were trying to make Him comfortable so that 
He would be less alert to what they would be trying to do. 

The question they ask Him is whether it is right to pay taxes to Caesar or 
not. Now, if Jesus says yes, it is right to pay taxes to Caesar, then He will offend 
the Pharisees, and a good deal of the population, for they will think that Jesus is 
advocating complete surrender to Rome. In addition, many people thought that 
the taxes were idolatrous, since the coins that were used to pay the taxes had 
images of Caesar on them, which Jews believed violated the Second 
Commandment. So they might be able to catch Jesus on a charge of 
blasphemy, as well. Jesus is aware of this problem and deals neatly with it, as 
we will see in a moment. 

If Jesus answers no, it is not right to pay taxes to Caesar, then the 
Herodians will report Jesus' words to the local authorities, who will arrest Jesus 
as someone who is trying to start a rebellion against Caesar. Supposedly, then, 
there is no correct answer for Jesus to give here. Either extreme answer gets 
Him into trouble. 

However, Jesus knows what is going on here. Of course, Jesus is God, so 
He knows exactly what is going on in the hearts and minds of the men asking 
Him this question. He knows that they are trying to trap Him, and so He asks 
them why they are trying to do that. His question, of course, is designed to show 
them their hypocrisy. The reason they are both hypocrites is that they 
themselves would each be giving one of the two wrong answers to the question, 
if they had been asked! The Pharisees would say that it is wrong to give taxes to 
Caesar, and the Herodians would say that it right to give taxes to Caesar. But 
each group is willing to overlook that problem in the other group, just as long as 
they can trap Jesus. 

So, Jesus refuses to be trapped. He asks for a tax coin. These coins were 
not supposed to be in the temple, and they were not acceptable coinage to pay 
the temple tax, which is probably why someone had to go and get a denarius, 
which was one day's wage for the average worker in those days. Jesus asks 
them about the portrait and the inscription on the coin. The reason He does this 
is to point to them that these coins belong to Caesar. The principle of 
possession here is the way out of the dilemma for Jesus. Caesar is a legitimate 
government, which is not what the Pharisees would say. However, Caesar's 
power is not absolute. God controls Caesar's power, which is not something that 
the Herodians would want to hear. So Jesus disagrees with both the Herodians 
and the Pharisees in His answer. His answer is even more famous in the King 



James Version: Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are Caesar's, 
and to God the things that are God's. It is now usually abbreviated “Render unto 
Caesar...” The word here is an interesting word that actually means “give back.” 
So it implies that Caesar actually owns these taxes in the first place. They 
belong to him. Nevertheless, God owns all things, and therefore what belongs to 
him should be given back to Him. 

Obviously, such a reply would leave them completely tongue-tied. They 
didn't know what to say to Him, because He had completely avoided their trap. 
And in doing so, He has left us with a very clear way ahead for us, in terms of 
our relationship with the civil government. 

First of all, we owe ourselves to God. This is another way of saying that 
God owns us and wants us for Himself. We do not and cannot give ourselves to 
the government of the land. For we belong to another kingdom, one that is not of 
this world. We belong, body and soul to God. He has given His Son Jesus for 
us. How, therefore, can we not give Him ourselves in response? The proper 
response to the Gospel is to render ourselves to God, for we belong to God. The 
most important “rendering” that we can possibly give is that of our souls to God. 
Have you rendered your soul to the Lord Jesus Christ? Have you stopped 
saying (with Henley), “I am the master of my fate; I am the captain of my soul”? 
Know this: Jesus rendered up to God what belonged to Jesus: His own life He 
rendered, so that we could be free from any kind of ownership that is foul. Jesus 
paid what we owe to God. In a way, Jesus' statement here is a command for us 
to pay what we owe. We owe to God all the honor and glory that we have stolen 
from Him. We cannot pay what we owe to God, but Jesus can and has. He has 
paid the penalty of the class-action lawsuit that Satan has drawn up against 
humanity. So now, if we believe that Jesus has already made that payment, then 
what we owe to God is faith, praise, prayer, and surrender. Render to God the 
things that are God's.  

Secondly, we owe taxes to the government. The government prints the 
money that we use just as Caesar printed the money of his empire. Taxes, 
therefore, belong to the government. Governments can definitely be unjust in 
their tax requirements, and the case can certainly be made that America has 
become very unjust in precisely this way. However, this does not mean that we 
are off the hook when it comes to paying taxes. We do what we can with our 
vote and with our voice to seek a more just system. In the meantime, we must 
submit to the government's taxation. Also, as Paul says elsewhere, we owe 
honor to officials as well. For us, that means local, state, and federal level 
officials. They should be treated with the respect that their position demands. 
Even if we think they are not doing a good job, that doesn't mean we should be 
disrespectful to them. 



It means obeying the laws of the land, as well. We might think that a speed 
limit should not be present in our neck of the woods. We may know that many 
policemen will not necessarily stop someone who is going 5 miles per hour over 
the speed limit. But does that change our obligation to the speed limit laws? Is 
the new speed limit simply “whatever we can get away with?” I would suggest 
that this is not the case, and that, instead, we should obey all the traffic laws. If 
we owe honor, then we need to pay that honor. If we owe taxes, then we need to 
pay the taxes. If we owe obedience to non-sinful laws, then we need to obey 
those laws. All of these things put together do not mean that our allegiance is 
fundamentally to the government. Even if we pledge allegiance to the flag of the 
USA, that is still not our ultimate allegiance, which is to God, and to His Son 
Jesus Christ. 

 


