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Then the Pharisees went out and laid plans to trap Him in His words. 
They sent their disciples to Him along with the Hero​dians. “Teacher,” they said, “we know You are a man of integrity and that You teach the way of God in accordance with the truth. You aren’t swayed by men, because You pay no attention to who they are. 
Tell us then, what is Your opinion? Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar or not?”



But Jesus, knowing their evil intent, said, “You hypocrites, why are you trying to trap Me? 
Show Me the coin used for paying the tax.” They brought Him a denarius, 
and He asked them, “Whose portrait is this? And whose inscription?”



”Caesar’s,” they replied.


Then He said to them, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.”



When they heard this, they were amazed. So they left Him and went away.


They say that there is nothing so certain as death and taxes—and the taxes are not that certain.  Except after the political campaign we have just been through, there is no doubt that there will be taxes.  The question is perhaps whether taxes will be raised or not, or, if you listen to others, the question is how much they will be raised.  Taxes seem to be here for a long time to come.


People don’t really like taxes very much.  In fact, they despise having to pay taxes.  I didn’t realize how strong my own attitude toward taxes was until an incident that happened just this year.  We received a letter from the IRS claiming that we owed a rather large amount of taxes on our 2010 return.  As an honest taxpayer I wrote them a letter back that they were completely wrong on each of their claims.  That was last spring.


In the beginning of July, we received their follow-up letter, which conceded one of their points.  It turns out that I had indeed listed the income and paid tax on it, but I had put it on the wrong line of their form.  But the other item, the big one, they insisted that we owed them taxes on that.  What am I to do?  I have been filling out our taxes for many years, basically filling things into the same slots I put them into last year.  I don’t understand what they’re saying.  I can’t just pay them off, because it is a large amount that they are demanding.


I received some advice from some of you and went to a lawyer.  We talked for a while, and he explained what the problem was, and what needed to be done to make the IRS go away, which was all I wanted.  The lawyer concluded, “It looks like you don’t owe them anything.  In fact, it looks like they owe you something, because there was a loss on the investment.”  I wasn’t at all concerned about the IRS owing me any​thing; I just wanted them to go away and bother somebody else.  So the lawyer filled out the forms, wrote the letter which we signed, and we sent it off to the IRS, hoping not to hear any more from them.  I paid the lawyer’s bill for one half hour of his time.  Lawyers, by the way, don’t work cheap.


Time passed, and eventually we did receive another dreaded letter from the IRS.  Apparently, the lawyer did know how to talk their kind of lan​guage, because they thought that they did indeed owe us a refund on our taxes, which would be in the mail.  Eventually it came, and it turned out to be three times as much as I had paid the lawyer.  A cause for celebration!  I can tell you that there was joy in that household, first, that the IRS had gone away, and second that we had an unexpected refund.  Shirley and I stepped over the Lucky’s to celebrate.


I didn’t realize just how much I disliked paying taxes until I went through that incident this year.  I dislike paying taxes for a number of different reasons.  But when Jesus was asked about paying taxes, He says things that can change our attitude toward paying taxes.


Here were their tax dollars at work.  People in the public employ were sent out to find fault with Jesus, who allegedly was telling people not to pay their taxes.  Instead of doing useful things, these tax-supported indi​viduals were being used to harrass Jesus.  It was a very necessary thing from an executioner’s point of view.  The Pharisees had already decided that Jesus must die.  That would happen soon.  But they still had no charge against Him which they could use out in public to show why it was a good thing that Jesus was being executed.  They needed to find that, because otherwise it would look like they were just out and out murdering Jesus, which of course they were.


The time was Holy Week, as we call it.  On Sunday, Jesus had en​tered Jerusalem sort of like a King, but riding on a donkey, with palm branches spread under His feet.  Then on Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday He taught the people in Jerusalem, and also fended off the attacks of the Jewish leaders who were looking for that charge against Jesus.  It was on one of those three days that they came against Jesus with this particular gambit.  They had thought long and hard and decided that this was the way to get at Jesus.


They were not attacking Jesus for not paying taxes Himself.  Jesus was not a wage earner, and so there was no income tax as such for Him to pay.  There was a tax that each individual had to pay, whether employed or not, but they had already come after Jesus about that tax, called the temple tax, some time earlier.  On that occasion, Jesus asked the question, “From whom do the kings of the earth collect duty and taxes—from their own sons or from others?” Mt17v25.  To this very day, it is obvious that someone must pay taxes, but everyone is united in thinking that it should be someone else who pays the tax.  That was the time when Jesus sent Peter fishing, and told him that he would find a coin in the mouth of the first fish he caught, with which he could pay his own and Jesus’ temple tax.


This time they attacked Jesus for telling people not to pay taxes.  Actually, they had devised what they thought was a very clever question which had only two possible answers, and each of the possible answers was wrong.  It didn’t matter whether Jesus answered their question yes or no, for they had Him either way.  Just to make sure they had Jesus in the right atti​tude, to butter Him up, as people say, they began with elaborate flattery: “Teacher, we know You are a man of integrity and that You teach the way of God in accordance with the truth. You aren’t swayed by men, be​cause You pay no attention to who they are.”  All of that was true, and even this time, Jesus would pay no attention to who these important people were who were attempting to trick Him.  He would simply speak the truth.


Their treasured trick question on which they had spent so much pre​pa​ration time was this: “Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar or not?”  Julius Caesar had become the first emperor, and his name was passed on as a title of office.  Augustus Caesar had been the ruler when Jesus was born.  Now Tiberius Caesar was ruling.  The term “Caesar” eventually became the German Kaiser and the Russian czar.  Today, we would phrase the question more like this: “Is it right to pay taxes to Uncle Sam or not?”  What’s your answer?


If on that day in Holy Week Jesus had answered their question no, it’s not right to pay taxes to Caesar, they would have hauled Him directly to the Roman magistrates and borne witness against Him as a disturber of the peace, as a preacher of sedition, telling people in their own hearing not to pay taxes to Caesar.  Then Jesus could have been publicly executed with every semblance of fairness and honesty.


If, however, Jesus had answered their question yes, it is right to pay taxes to Caesar, they would have broadcast Jesus’ answer far and wide.  They would have become Jesus’ ad campaign, his political front men, pro​claiming His view on taxes far and wide.  Public support for Jesus would have melted away rapidly.  People then were just like people today: they didn’t like to pay their taxes.  Anyone proclaiming that they should pay their taxes was their enemy.  Phrased the way the Jewish leaders had phrased it, Jesus’ words would have been an encouragement to the Romans to raise taxes.  To this day, no candidate ever campaigns successfully on the pro​mise that he will raise taxes.  They campaign on the promise to lower taxes or at minimum keep them the same.


Jesus did not answer their question the way they had intended.  In​stead, Jesus spoke the truth, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.”  Caesar provided a useful, needed function in their society, and he should be given the appropriate taxes.  We cannot today abolish the government, since government is a necessity.  So we must pay taxes to support the useful governmental functions.


But there is someone much more important, much more powerful, much more necessary than the Roman Caesar or than Uncle Sam.  As Jesus said, “Give to God what is God’s.”  And what of our possessions belongs to God?  A tenth of what we have?  A smaller percentage?  The ancient psalmist identified very clearly what part of our possessions belongs to God.  The psalmist King David wrote, “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.” Ps24v1.  So what part of our pos​ses​sions belong to God?  All of our possessions belong to God.  We ourselves belong to God.  There is nothing we have or are that we created ourselves.  In that sense, it is true that you didn’t make that; God did.


“Give to God what is God’s.”  Everything we have belongs to God.  Everything we have should be used the way God wants it used.  That is not an order; that is not just a statement of fact.  That is a wonderful con​clusion from the best news ever, namely, that God has taken what belongs to Him, His Son, and sacrificed Him for us.  He gives us full forgiveness for our sins and the certainty of heaven on the other side of death.  Death itself is not an absolute certainty, for we may still be living when Jesus returns for the Last Day.  And taxes, taxes are something we can do because of Jesus.  Not because we’re afraid of the big, bad IRS, but because we love the Lord Jesus, our Savior, we can “give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and give to God what is God’s.”  Amen.
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