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Text 
Then the Pharisees went out and laid plans to trap him in his words. 16 They sent their disciples to him 

along with the Herodians. "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. 17 Tell us then, what is your opinion? Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar or not?" 18 But Jesus, 

knowing their evil intent, said, "You hypocrites, why are you trying to trap me? 19 Show me the coin used 

for paying the tax." They brought him a denarius, 20 and he asked them, "Whose portrait is this? And 

whose inscription?" 21 "Caesar's," they replied. Then he said to them, "Give to Caesar what is Caesar's, 

and to God what is God's." 22 When they heard this, they were amazed. So they left him and went away. 

 

Introduction 
 In today’s text we see the religious leaders continuing to oppose Jesus.  In fact, 

today’s passage represents the beginning of a parade of three different challengers 

coming to take on Jesus.  Next week we’ll look at the Sadducees’ attempt to trip him up.  

Then after that the Pharisees take a turn again.  Today it’s the Pharisees in partnership 

with a group called the Herodians.  It’s easy to see that the point is these people resent 

Jesus and refuse to submit to him.  They are trying to find any way they can to dispose of 

and/or discredit him. 

 Now within that larger point we also get a chance to see Jesus’ position on a 

particular question.  And that question is: how should God’s people relate to 

governments.  It’s a timely issue for us as we are now entering into the final 50 days of 

this election season.  We’ve seen the conventions, now there will be the debates and the 

political ads.  Government and politics will be extra visible to us and it’s important for 

Christians to think through, biblically, how they are to feel about and engage with our 

secular government. 

 Conveniently, the core issue involved with how believers are to relate to 

government (the particular question) is the same issue at play in the Pharisees’ and 

Herodians’ resentment of Jesus (the larger point).  And getting to that core issue will 

prevent us from just dealing with political theory today.  God’s Word isn’t just a source 

for constructing different positions and philosophies, though it does give us guidance in 

those things.  But rather it is for penetrating the soul and spirit and judging the thoughts 

and attitudes of the heart (cf. Heb. 4:12).  So in short, that main core issue in this text is 

just this: submission is a good thing. 

 

Let’s pray… 
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The Questioners 
 We read, starting in v. 15 – “Then the Pharisees went out and laid plans to trap 

him in his words” (v. 15).  The Pharisees huddled up and had a conference to hatch a 

clever plan to catch Jesus.  One person has remarked, “Clearly they had learned enough 

about Jesus to respect him and did not want to make a half-baked attempt to refute him.”
1
  

So they enough of him to respect him, but instead of bowing before his unique authority, 

they redoubled their efforts to get him.  Jesus has been a burr in these Pharisees’ saddle 

since the Sermon on the Mount (cf. 5:20) and they are bound determined to get rid of 

him.  Religious people don’t like the real Jesus. 

 Have you ever had somebody that you just really didn’t like?  He just makes your 

skin crawl.  To be in the same room with this person fills you with rage.  Why is that?  

Where does that come from?  Is there some person you can’t say anything nice about?  

The mere mention of her name makes you groan and roll your eyes?  Have you ever tried 

to trace back where that comes from?  There are different annoyances and they each 

produce different kinds of gut reactions.  But I think they all somewhere along the line 

come from pride – whether it’s the person who just talks too much or doesn’t have good 

hygiene to the boss who is incompetent or the school administrator who has offended 

you.  Your pride is aroused and offended.  “I can’t believe this person.”  “I shouldn’t 

have to put up with this.”  We are really quite full of ourselves. 

 Well, these Pharisees couldn’t stand Jesus.  And in this case there really was 

nothing on Jesus’ part that warranted any annoyance.  It was completely and totally their 

own issues.  They even had a premeditated plan.  “They sent their disciples [to execute it] 

along with the Herodians” (v. 16a).  Who were the Herodians?  We’re not really quite 

sure, other than that their name insinuates that they supported the Herodian dynasty.  The 

Herods were sort of Jewish, but also very much propped up by Rome.  So would these 

Herod-supporters in Judea, where there were no Herods in power at the time, have been 

nationalistic/pro-Israel or pro-Roman.  We just don’t know, although most commentators 

seem to favor the latter – that they were warm to Rome.  So you may have had an unholy 

alliance of zealous nationalists that hated Rome (Pharisees) with moderates comfortable 

with an arrangement with Rome (Herodians) teaming up together.  It’s unusual to say the 

least. 

Well this joint delegation goes to Jesus and starts sucking up – “‘Teacher,’ they 

said, ‘we know 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?’” (vv. 16b-17a).  It’s a bit weird, isn’t it?  But this must have been simply part 

of the strategy, the plan they had laid to trap Jesus – butter him up with flattery. 

But Jesus’ pride was not tickled.  He wasn’t swayed by these men.  You can see 

his response in v. 18 – “But Jesus, knowing their evil intent, said, “You hypocrites, why 

are you trying to trap me?”  He saw right through it.  The word ‘hypocrite’ connotes a 

play actor, a mask wearer.  They were putting on a show.  They weren’t truly respectful 

of Jesus.  Their intentions were evil.  Their hearts were driven by a great evil.  As we’ve 

seen and said, that evil is a fundamental opposition to God’s authority, an inability to 

submit to him.  They knew better than Jesus.  They were going to show him up, teach 

him a lesson. 
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The Question 

 Okay, that’s a bit about the questioners.  Finally, here comes the question, 

exquisitely crafted by committee.  “Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar or not?” (v. 17b).  

You’ve got to put yourself into that setting to see the genius of this question.  If someone 

asked a pastor today if it was important to accurately fill out and submit a 1040 to the IRS 

every year, I’m sure he wouldn’t blink in saying, “Yes.  Of course.” 

 But for a people not too far removed from a theocratic monarchy, now subjugated 

by a foreign, pagan imperial power it was a different story.  ‘Caesar’ by this time had 

become a title for the Roman emperor.  The Caesar at this time was Tiberius.  He held all 

sorts of titles that were blasphemous to the Jews (i.e. son of divinity, high priest).  And he 

required an annual poll tax paid from every Jew to support the Roman government.  So 

was it right for a Jew to pay such homage to Tiberius, to support this foreign ruler?  It 

was a hot-button issue.  Not too long ago a guy named Judas the Galilean had led a revolt 

over this very issue of taxation and it had ended disastrously as the Romans swept in and 

brutally crushed it. 

 Now, do you see the cunning in the question from this delegation of Pharisees and 

Herodians?  Do you see how it was a trap?  Jesus appears to be caught between a rock 

and a hard place.  If he says Yes, and sides with the pro-Roman sympathizers, he is 

labeled unpatriotic and alienates a large portion of the population that wanted Rome gone 

and a pure, Jewish kingdom restored.  But if he says No, then he could quickly be 

accused of treason and as a public figure espousing such things be done away with by the 

Romans.  This is eventually how they end up trying to peg him in the end (cf. Lk. 23:1-

2).  But as we’ll soon see he masterfully avoids the trap. 

 But I just want you to recognize how this poll tax was a constant reminder to 

these Jews (at least the Pharisees) of their submission to Rome.  Hear the grumbling.  

Feel the yearning to be free from such interference.  Get the gut emotion behind the 

question for so many in that day.  Now what grates on you?  What puts you intot he same 

frame of mind?  What are the constant reminders for you that you are not entirely free, 

that you’re not in charge, that your opinion is not taken into consideration in making 

decisions, etc…  What makes you feel little?  How do you respond to this?  Do you give 

permission to those feelings?  Do you grumble, complain, become cynical, resentful, 

seething, bellyaching…?  Do you even feel justified in this response?  Listen: I don’t 

think that’s the picture of a sanctified Christian life we get in the Bible. 

 The picture I get of what God’s grace changes us more and more into is not 

prickly, irritable, critical, defensive, focused on my rights, belligerent.  But, as James 

says, “the wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all pure; then peace-loving, 

considerate, submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere” (Jas. 3:17).  

Read the practical sections of the NT letters for yourself and see if that is not the picture 

that emerges. 

 

The Answer 

 Now let’s look at Jesus’ answer to these disgruntled Jews – disgruntled at the 

Romans and also disgruntled by Jesus and his authority.  They’re putting on a mask of 

admiration, but they’re really just trying to get Jesus in trouble.  Jesus answers, not Yes 

or No, but – “‘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 
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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” (vv. 

19-22). 

 The superior genius of this reply is that he evades the trap with out, no pun 

intended, ‘short-changing’ them on an answer.  First, he catches them with Roman money 

in their pockets.  They’re busted because they are forced to admit that they participate in 

the Roman government themselves at some level.  They carry the currency.  They’re 

involved in it. 

It’s like some religious type today griping about our secular government and how 

it is anti-Christian and has taken prayer out of schools, rah, rah, rah, rah… (you’ve heard 

this).  And asking them to show you a paper bill.  Well of course they open their billfold 

and pull one out.  It has an image on there of some founding father or president who, by 

the way, did not believe in Jesus Christ as the Son of God and sole Savior.  And then 

there is an inscription – “In God We Trust” – which, by the way is not referring to our 

God (the particular triune, holy, saving God of the Bible) but rather a deity of American 

civil religion.  A generic ‘god’. 

But the point, nonetheless, would be that this person enjoys the benefits of this 

secular (idolatrous even) government – a regulated currency, a federally controlled 

interest rate, a system of laws governing commerce, and even more broadly agencies that 

make sure food is safe, roads are paved, laws that protect life and property and courts and 

police that enforce those laws.  We could go on and on.  So much of this person’s life is 

involved in the government he so bitterly derides.  The parallels of our situation in 

America today to that of the Jews in the first century are many.  These Jews, and we, 

were part of the system at some level and benefited from it. 

 So Jesus first off plays a ‘gotcha’ on his accusers; they were not detached, 

objective questioners; they were embroiled in the complexities themselves; they were 

amazed and couldn’t answer him and walked away thwarted.  But even more Jesus gives 

us an albeit brief but important political philosophy.  In this catchy phrase Jesus tells us at 

least three things: (1) that pagan governments are legitimate; (2) that they are necessary; 

and (3) that they are not to be fused or confused with the kingdom of God. 

 So first, pagan government is legitimate.  “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s.”  Yes, 

you should pay taxes to Caesar, even though Caesar in many ways sets himself up against 

God, because Caesar has a legitimate claim, a right, a divine right.  Jesus acknowledges 

that Caesar is rightfully owed or due a certain level of support.  “Give to Caesar what is 

Caesar’s.”  Caesar has something, is in charge of something.  And Jesus (the King of 

kings) acknowledges this. 

 How can this be?  Well, it is what the Bible teaches everywhere.  God “raised up” 

Pharaoh in Egypt (Ex. 9:16).  The God of heaven gave the Babylonian King 

Nebuchadnezzar “dominion and power and might and glory; in [his] hands he… placed 

mankind and the beasts of the field and the birds of the air.  Wherever they live, he… 

made [Nebuchadnezzar] ruler over them all” (Dan. 2:37-38).  The Lord, the God of 

heaven, gave Cyrus, the pagan ruler of the Persian Empire all the kingdoms of the earth 

(2Chron. 36:33).  As Daniel 2:21 says, “He sets up kings and deposes them.”  Proverbs 

8:15 – “By me kings reign.”  That’s the OT. 

 In the NT it’s even clearer.  When Jesus is being tried the night before he was 

crucified he stood before the Roman governor Pilate and Pilate said, “‘Don’t you realize I 
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have power either to free you or to crucify you?’  Jesus answered, ‘You would have no 

power over me if it were not given to you from above” (John 19:10-11).  Romans 13 is 

the classic text for this.  There it says, “Everyone must submit himself to the governing 

authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established.  The 

authorities that exist have been established by God.  Consequently, he who rebels against 

the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted….  This is also why you pay 

taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give their full time to governing.  Give 

everyone what you owe him: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if 

respect, then respect; if honor, then honor” (Rom. 13:1-2, 6-7). 

 I don’t think it could be any clearer.  And the governing authorities Paul has in 

mind here were not believers.  In fact, many of them could be antagonistic to Christianity.  

Yet Paul says they are established by God.  It is a legitimate authority structure that it is 

right to submit to.  So in this political season remember this.  Four years ago there was all 

kinds of Bush-bashing.  Now there are many vocal people saying things like, “Barack 

Obama is not my president.”  Oh yes he is.  And he was put there by God.  There’s no 

place among Christians for the kind of complaining and bad mouthing and email 

forwards that goes on about government leaders.  It’s just not right.  It has to stop. 

But what I’m even more concerned about is that some Christians think that Mitt 

Romney is better because he’s a Christian.  Listen: he’s a Mormon and Mormonism is not 

Christianity.  Theologically speaking it is an evil distortion, a made-in-America cult.  

Christians need to be clear on that.  But… politically speaking it’s irrelevant; if Mitt 

Romney is elected he would be our president, our God would have put him there, and we 

would have to submit to him, accept his leadership. 

 Here’s one more passage from 1 Peter 2 (and I’d encourage you to read through 

the whole book of 1 Peter sometime and just see how often the word ‘submit’ or 

‘submissive’ occurs) – “Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every authority 

instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority, or to governors, 

who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to commend those who do 

right….  Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear God, 

honor the king” (1Pe. 2:13-14, 17).  So it’s pretty clear: Christians are to submit to pagan 

governments because they are legitimate. 

 Secondly, pagan governments are necessary.  This follows upon their legitimacy.  

God ordains them for a purpose.  1 Peter 2 says it is “to punish those who do wrong and 

commend those who do right.”  Romans 13, in a section I didn’t read earlier, says 

something similar.  Government is God’s servant to do good and to punish wrongdoing 

and thus to maintain order.  So broadly speaking, government is necessary for promoting 

human flourishing and restraining evil. 

 There’s much that is broken and corrupt or inefficient with government of any 

kind and at any level, but think what it would be like without it, with anarchy.  Vigilante 

justice.  No interstate highways.  No zoning laws…  Government is necessary.  And think 

of the way that Paul utilized the Roman road system for his missionary journeys or the 

Roman legal system to defend himself and get a free ride to preach the gospel in Rome.  

These are definitely perks that Christians should be grateful for. 

 In fact, Christians need to understand that without governments and also by 

extrapolation other secular institutions (finance, education, social services, etc…) the 

world falls apart.  If you want to change the world, you simply must have institutions.  If 
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you really want to love your neighbor and work for his or her good, you need to support 

and work within institutions.  There’s kind of an anti-institutional movement these days, 

an antipathy towards submitting to institutions, yet there’s a lot of naïve idealism and 

volunteerism and chic social justice fads.  But it’s confused.  Grassroots efforts, 

individuals seeking to live radically and turn things around is minimally effective at best. 

 I just think of our city.  Chicago has big problems.  I heard this week that 80% of 

CPS students qualify for a free or reduced lunch.  That’s a massive systemic issue.  Large 

swaths of our city are essentially wastelands, food deserts, no kids going to college, 

unemployment through the roof, hardly any kids living with their mom and their dad.  

This is an unraveling of the social fabric.  There are no businesses.  Crime and drug use 

are high.  Those are big problems.  And I’m sorry, but you and your well-meaning, white 

college roommate moving in to the neighborhood, living off of your parents’ suburban 

money or money you’ve raised from well-meaning donors from your hometown and 

playing with the kids on the street, maybe having Bible studies, for a couple years until 

it’s not cool any more or you get burned out is not going to do much for changing the 

plight of those trapped in such situations.  It may make for a touching promotional video 

that another recent college grad on an unpaid internship makes.  But it’s almost 

worthless. 

 We need to plant churches – stable, institutional churches.  But not just that.  No, 

no, no.  We need more churches that are filled with and discipling people that they 

encourage and unleash to go work in the city, to filter into the institutions that are here 

and pour their lives into those and just plug away for 70 years as a faithful presence 

“alongside unbelievers in the world with distinction in service and godliness.”
2
  And we 

need other church members to start new institutions – not-for-profits, entrepenuers 

starting business that bring capital and jobs, think tanks, etc…  We need Christians, freed 

and motivated by the gospel, to get out into government institutions, public sector and 

private sector institutions, advocacy groups and chambers of commerce and local school 

councils.  That’s what we need.  Not flashes in the pan.  But somehow we have a 

suspicion that these kinds of things aren’t really legitimate or the way to go to really 

‘serve the Lord’.  We’re just greatly mistaken.  Pagan governments and secular vocations 

of all kinds, are legitimate and necessary for the good of the world. 

Now thirdly, that being said we need to see that pagan governments should not be 

fused or confused with God’s kingdom.  There are two kingdoms side-by-side.  The Jews 

wanted the political and the spiritual to be combined in one system.  They wanted the 

pagan government out and a distinctly Jewish one in and just sat around a griped and 

complained.  Jesus said that desire for one kingdom is not good.  He was an early 

proponent of the separation of church and state.  Caesar has been instituted by God.  But 

there’s still another realm that coexists with and ultimately transcends Caesar’s domain – 

God’s kingdom.  “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.”  Well, 

everything is God’s (Ps. 24:1).  So you obey God by obeying the pagan authorities he has 

providentially set up.  But there’s also another realm that is distinctly and uniquely God’s 

– the kingdom we have been talking about so much in Matthew.  They are separate and 

simultaneous. 

Caesar’s purview only covers so much.  It can help you with food and water and 

healthcare.  But it is of absolutely no help with eternal salvation.  It can send you to jail, 
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but it cannot send you to heaven.  It’s good for what it does, but there are certain things it 

cannot and should not do.  And vice versa. 

For example, what were we doing yesterday when we grilled out out back and 

served roughly 100 people from the neighborhood?  If we think that that is doing social 

justice, we’re really silly.  But is it useless?  Far from it!  We were there to share the 

gospel with people and call them to repentance and bring them into our community to be 

discipled in the faith so that when the final judgment of God comes, the one true King 

establishes his Kingdom as the only Kingdom, they can escape his wrath and stand before 

him and be a part of the new creation.  Now, to tackle the problems of poverty and all 

that goes with it we need people who are working throughout the week on policy issues, 

economic development, job training, at drug rehabilitation centers.  That takes institutions 

– other than the church.  And it’s a legitimate and necessary calling.  It’s just not going to 

save anyone’s souls for eternity.  There’s the kingdom of this world and there’s the 

kingdom of God. 

The kingdom of this world is to be submitted to.  It is one arena in which 

Christians are to be practicing and cultivating a submissive spirit, a posture of 

submission.  But submission is ultimately reserved for God himself.  “Give to God what 

is God’s,” that is absolute and final submission.  And here I think we are meant to realize 

that there may be times when submission to God means respectful disobedience to the 

state.  Whenever the non-Christian authorities that God has set up command you to 

violate God’s commands, then you practice what’s called civil disobedience.  This is 

what Peter and John do in Acts 4:19 when they deliberately disobey the governing 

authorities when they told them not to share the gospel anymore.  “Sorry, but we’ve got 

to obey God here.” 

As much as the Bible is adamant about the validity of pagan authorities and the 

need to submit to them, it is also realistic that these authorities can become downright 

diabolical and must at times be resisted.  That’s one of the major points of the book of 

Revelation.  Caesar was evil and people had to be willing to die at Rome’s hand for the 

gospel.  We don’t give unqualified submission to the state; that is reserved for God alone. 

But by and large, on most issues, the state gives us a place to learn submission.  

We can see there where our heart really is.  Revolution is not to be a regular occurrence.  

Our knee-jerk reaction as believers, our reflex,  should be to submit, not to fight.  So does 

that mean unions should never strike?  I should never protest?  No.  If there’s injustice 

you stand up to it.  We need and we need to celebrate people like Charles whose calling 

is to write books and papers that shine light on police abuse.  But here’s the thing: you 

stand up to these things not out of self-righteousness.  You stand up not because you 

personally have been offended, but rather because of God’s glory being offended, his 

laws being broken, his image in human beings being mistreated.  You do it not because 

you get a kick out of sticking it to the man, but because you genuinely love your fellow 

man.  Big difference, right? 

 

Conclusion 

I want to grow and I want those of you here who call yourselves believers to grow 

in having a submissive reflex, someone like Mary the mother of Jesus whose response to 

the news that she, an unwed teenage virgin, would bear the Son of God was – “I am the 
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Lord’s servant.  May it be to me as you have said” (Lk. 1:38).  I want us to be less 

perturbed, less reactionary, more patient and joyful.  Submission is a good thing. 

Submission, in fact, is an essential quality for a Christian.  Ultimately it is bound 

up with salvation.  Inability to submit means an inability to be saved.  Paul describes 

those Jews who rejected Christ in Romans 10:3 as not submitting to God’s righteousness.  

Instead they sought to establish their own.  To be a Christian means to submit to the gift 

of righteousness.  St. John Chrysostom said, “If asked what is the first thing that makes a 

Christian, I answer, humility.  And the second?  Humility.  And the third?  Humility.”  I 

see humility and submission as almost interchangeable.  First we must submit to the 

judgment that you are thoroughly sinful.  We have to let it stand, not talk back, make 

excuses.  The only thing we really deserve and have a right to is God’s wrath.  Then we 

must submit to Jesus stepping in for us, doing it for us, living for us, dying for us as our 

only hope.  Then that brings us into a life of submission to his Word.  What he says goes.  

And it tells us to submit to one another (Eph. 5:21). 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 

Now may the God of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great 

shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, equip you with everything 

good that you may do his will, working in us that which is pleasing in his sight, through 

Jesus Christ, to whom be glory forever and ever. Amen. (Heb. 13:20-21) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 16, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys 

and proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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