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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 We find ourselves this morning in the middle of Holy Week.  Jesus 

has entered Jerusalem in order to provoke a crisis with the religious 

authorities, for the time had come for him to offer himself up for the sins of 

the world.  He entered Jerusalem to the fanfare of huge crowds.  He entered 

the temple and cleansed it, running out the money changers and merchants 

who had usurped the temple to use if for their own ends.  And, as we saw 

last week, when a delegation of chief priests, scribes and elders from the 

Sanhedrin confronted him, Jesus humbled them with his reasoning, taught a 

parable against them and used Scripture to warn them that if they did not 

repent they would be crushed.  But while Jesus left them speechless, looking 

foolish, and full of frustration, he also left them even more determined than 

ever to seek his downfall.  The only reason they did not take direct action 

against him immediately was their fear of the crowds that were hanging on 

his every word. 

 Well, because their direct confrontational approach didn't work, these 

leaders tried a more subtle, indirect approach.  Let's turn to the lesson and 

see what happened. 



 Keeping a close watch on him, they sent spies, who pretended 
to be honest.  They hoped to catch Jesus in something he said so that 
they might hand him over to the power and authority of the governor. 

This group of "spies" was made up of Herodians on the one hand and 

Pharisees on the other.  We know that because Mark gives us that detail in 

his account of this confrontation.  Let me give you some background about 

them.  The Herodians were, as their name implies, supporters of Herod.  

Herod was the Jewish puppet ruler that Rome had elevated to a position of 

power. Let me put it this way: Herodians were Jews who had sold 

themselves out to the Romans.  They served Rome as well paid stooges.  

And not only had they given themselves over politically to wholesale Roman 

accommodation, they had done much the same thing in the sphere of 

religion.  They were liberal and syncretistic.  They married elements of 

various pagan religions into their own practices.   

 The Pharisees, on the other hand, were nationalistic.  They hated the 

Roman occupation of their land.  They hated those who cooperated with the 

occupiers.  They longed for their Messiah to return, to take his rightful place 

on the throne of David in Jerusalem, and to establish an earthly kingdom 

free of outside influence.  And as for their religion, they were what we might 

call strict conservatives.  The sought to be followers and doers of the law 

down to its last and smallest detail.  Their delight was studying the law and 



seeing how it applies to their daily lives.  They were serious.  Rigorous.  

Scrupulous.     

 Now it might seem strange that these two factions would be found 

working together.  They were, after all, natural enemies.  The fact is, 

however, that they had cooperated before.  Early on in Jesus' ministry the 

Lord healed a man's withered hand.  Because he had done it on the Sabbath 

and in a synagogue, it had ruffled a few feathers.  That is an understatement.  

The story is found in Mark 3: 

 He [that is, Jesus] looked around and them in anger and, deeply 
distressed at their stubborn hearts said to the man, "Stretch out your 
hand."  He stretched it out, and his hand was completely restored.  
Then the Pharisees went out and began to plot with the Herodians how 
they might kill Jesus. 

How do you account for two sworn enemies working together?  While they 

hated one another, they hated Jesus more.  You see it is not only love that 

can bind people together; hatred can too.  That is what is operating here. 

 Because Jesus had so easily defeated the delegation from the 

Sanhedrin when they came and confronted him face to face, they decided to 

take another tack.  They would be subtle about it this time.  They would send 

their emissaries to Jesus pretending to be honest men with an honest 

question--a question of conscience.  And rather than come against him 



aggressively, they would come with smooth tongues and flattering lips.  In 

that way they hoped they could get Jesus to say something that they would 

be able to denounce him to the authorities.      

 So the spies questioned him: "Teacher, we know that you speak 
and teach what is right and that you do not show partiality but teach 
the way of God in accordance with the truth." 

Flattery is the opposite of gossip.  In gossip we say behind someone's back 

what we would never say to his face.  In flattery we say to someone's face 

what we would never say behind his back.  Both are serious sins.  This is 

what Paul says about gossip in Romans 1.  As I read it, notice the other sins 

that he couples it with: 

 They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, 
greed and depravity.  They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and 
malice.  They are gossips, slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant 
and boastful… 

I could go on, but you get the picture.  And as for flattery, the opposite side 

of the same coin, it says this in Proverbs: 

 A lying tongue hates those it hurts, and a flattering tongue 
works ruin (Pro. 26:28). 

 Whoever flatters his neighbour is spreading a net for his feet 
(Pro. 29:5). 

 Jesus, of course, didn't fall for their wiles.  He saw what was in their 

hearts and he knew empty words when he heard them.  What about you?  



Are you susceptible to flattery and therefore to emotional manipulation?  

There is a preventative measure you can take.  Simply remember that you 

are a sinner saved by grace alone.  As Paul says, "Do not think of yourself 

more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober 

judgement."  Remember what you were before Christ came into your heart.  

Remember that you are what you are now only because Christ came into 

your heart.  Humble yourself and you will be inoculated against the 

flattering words of lying men. 

 Well, these flattering, deceitful liars approach Jesus with flattering 

words, pretending to have a question that is a serious matter of conscience 

for them.  They ask him, "Is it right for us to pay taxes to Caesar or not?"  

Now, why is this question problematic?   Let me give you a bit of 

background.  When Jesus was a little boy, Roman tax policy had been the 

cause of a serious Jewish revolt.  This revolt, which was put down, had 

spawned the Zealot movement.  The Zealots were the guerilla fighters of 

their day.  They would attack and ambush Roman soldiers, causing them as 

much trouble as they could on the one hand and encourage their own people 

to rise up en masse on the other.  The Zealot movement finally brought about 

a wide scale rebellion which the Romans put down ferociously in 70 A. D. 

by destroying Jerusalem, burning the temple and killing hundreds of 



thousands of Jews.  All of this is to say that the Romans took taxes and civil 

obedience very seriously.  If Jesus were to answer, "No" to the tax question, 

he would be subject to arrest by the authorities.  The Herodians, who were in 

Rome's back pocket, would run off to their masters and turn him in.  The 

Romans had a streak of religious tolerance in them, but they brooked no 

political or fiscal opposition. 

 If, however, Jesus were to answer "Yes" to the question, trouble would 

arise from a different source.  A confirmation of Roman tax policy would not 

go over well with the nationalist side of the issue.  The Pharisees would 

gleefully run to the people and declare that Jesus was a collaborator and not 

to be trusted.  Either way, they thought they had Jesus between a rock and a 

hard place.  They asked him the question and with their sly attitude thought 

to themselves, "You got out of the question about your authority and your 

credentials.  Let's see you get out of this one." 

 Jesus knows exactly what is going on.  He sees through their 

"duplicity."  The word "duplicity" here carries the sense of being willing to 

do or say anything in order to get what you want.  He asks them for a coin.  

"Show me a denarius."  A denarius was a Roman coin worth about a day's 

wages for a working man.  It was the amount every adult man and woman 



had to pay to Rome each year as a poll tax.  On one side of the coin was a 

picture of Tiberius Caesar and the inscription "Tiberius Augustus Caesar, 

Son of the Divine Augustus."  On the other side of the coin were the words, 

"Pontif Maxim", highest priest.  This coin, then, represented a hated tax on 

the one hand and a religious abomination on the other, for it both declared 

Caesar to be divine and it bore his image.  Do you see how this is a 

potentially explosive situation? 

 "Show me a denarius.  Whose portrait and inscription are on 
it?" 
 "Caesar's," they replied. 
 He said to them, "Then give to Caesar what is Caesar's and to 
God what is God's."   

 With this answer Jesus again shut the mouths of his opponents.  Give 

to Caesar what is his.  In those days, coins of the realm were understood to 

belong to the person whose picture was on them.  Who could object to 

giving to Caesar what was already his?   On a wider scale, Jesus is affirming 

the principle that the state is a valid, God-ordained institution to which we 

are to submit.  Paul, inspired by the Holy Spirit, put it this way: 

 Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for 
there is no authority except that which God has established.  
Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against 
what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgement on 
themselves. 



 Let me expand on this a little bit.  There are three basic structures that 

God has ordained.  He has ordained the family.  He has ordained the church.  

And he has ordained government.  To each of these institutions he gives 

particular responsibilities.  God has given the government the sword.  That is 

to say, governments have been authorized by God to keep order, to punish 

evildoers and to defend their people.  If someone commits a crime against 

you, for example, it is the government's task to bring the criminal to justice.  

They are responsible to God for that work.  Their citizens are responsible to 

the government as it undertakes that work.  If the government does not do 

that work well, they will answer to God for it.  It is not up to an individual or 

the church to take the law into its own hands.  Jesus would have us give to 

Caesar--give to the government--what properly belongs to the government.  

Here is Paul, writing to his protégé Timothy in his First Letter: 

 I urge, then, first of all, that requests, prayers, intercession and 
thanksgiving be made for everyone--for kings and all those in 
authority, that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness 
and holiness.   

 There are limits, however, to our obedience to the state.  We give to 

Caesar what belongs to him, but we cannot give to him what doesn't belong 

to him.  For example, if the state commands us to violate a command of 

God, we must ignore the state.  God's commands come first.  Let me give 



you an example.  In the Book of Acts we find the apostles carrying out the 

command of the Lord to preach the gospel.  After Pentecost they fill 

Jerusalem with the news of the resurrection of the Lord.  The authorities 

didn't like it.  The apostles were dragged before the Sanhedrin. 

 "We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name," he said.  
"Yet you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and are determined 
to make us guilty of this man's blood."   
 Peter and the other apostles replied, "We must obey God rather 
than men." 

If any authority, otherwise legitimate, commands you to disobey a command 

of God, you must disobey them and obey God. 

 We must also resist if we are commanded to do something immoral.  

Let me give you another example.  Many doctors refuse to do abortions.  

They consider it to be the taking of a human life and deeply immoral.  There 

are people who administer medical schools who don't like this.  They are 

pro-abortion.  They are trying to institute laws that would make it mandatory 

for medical students to participate in abortions.  If they don't, they won't be 

able to graduate.  If the authorities require you to perform abortions in order 

to become a doctor, you must not become a doctor.  And if you are one of 

the authorities that has required such a condition, know that you will stand 

before God one day to give an accounting of your stewardship of the 

position the Lord gave you. 



 The third thing we must never do is go against a biblically informed 

conscience.   If you believe something is a sin, you must not do it.  Martin 

Luther was a monk, a preacher and a teacher.  He came from a small German 

province.  When he became persuaded in his heart of the truth of the gospel 

revealed in the Bible the authorities gathered themselves against him.  At a 

town called Worms he found himself facing the combined might of the Holy 

Roman Empire and the Roman Catholic Church.  He was commanded to 

recant his writings, which they deemed heretical.  He listened to their 

arguments against him.  Who did he think he was?  He was a provincial 

monk, a nobody, and he dared to stand up against the church, against church 

tradition, and against the pope and emperor.  Luther asked for a day to think 

things over.  He spent the night in prayer.  The next day he stood before the 

ranks of the most powerful men of his day and told them that it was neither 

right nor safe to go against conscience and unless they could prove to him 

from the Bible that he was wrong he would not recant.  As a result, the 

gospel, which had long been lost, began to shine in the darkness and millions 

down through the years and across continents have been drawn to Christ.   

 We are to render to Caesar what is his and only what is his.  And we 

are to render unto God what belongs to him.  Think of it this way: Caesar's 



coins bore his image and belonged to him; we bear God's image and we 

belong to him.  Think of God's image in us.  We, like God, are self-aware.  

We, like God, have eternity set in our hearts.  We, like God, have a moral 

sense.  God has written the Law upon our hearts.  So when Jesus tells us that 

we have to give God what belongs to him, he is declaring God's total 

ownership of us.  This is how God puts it in Psalm 95: 

Come, let us sing for joy to the Lord; 
Let us shout aloud to the Rock of our salvation. 

Let us come before him with thanksgiving 
And extol him with music and song. 

For the Lord is the great God, 
The great King above all gods. 

In his hands are the depths of the earth, 
And the mountain peaks belong to him. 

The sea is his, for he made it, 
And his hands formed the dry land. 
Come, let us bow down in worship, 

Let us kneel before the Lord our Maker; 
For he is our God and we are the people of his pasture, 

The flock under his care. 

  

 In our Adult Sunday School class we have been studying the 

Heidelberg Catechism.  It starts by making the foundational point that we 

belong to God.  The rest of the catechism is a commentary on that 

fundamental principle. 

Q. 1  What is your only comfort in life and in death? 
A.  That I belong--body and soul, in life and in death--not to myself 
but to my faithful Saviour, Jesus Christ, who at the cost of his own 



blood has fully paid for all my sins and has completely freed me from 
the dominion of the devil; that he protects me so well that without the 
will of my Father in heaven not a hair can fall from my head; indeed, 
that everything must fit his purpose for my salvation.  Therefore, by 
his Holy Spirit, he also assures me of eternal life, and makes me 
wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to serve him. 

You are made in God's image.  You belong to him.  The question that 

remains is this: Are you giving to God what belongs to him?  Now let me be 

clear.  It is not that God wants your money, your time or your talent.  That is 

part of it, but that is not enough.  You see, God wants you.  Isaac Watts put it 

this way in a hymn we are going to sing in a moment: 

Were the whole realm of nature mine, 
That were a present far too small; 

Love so amazing, so divine, 
Demands my soul, my life, my all. 

That offering is one that, for the sake of Jesus Christ, our heavenly Father 

will honour and receive.  In Christ's name.  AMEN. 


