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“THE THINGS THAT ARE GOD’S”
(Mark 12:13-17)

SUBJECT: Respect for lawful authority.
F.C.F.: How should we respond to governmental authorities?
PROPOSITION: Because we belong to God, we must render our lives to him.
INTRODUCTION

A. It’s an old trick. The promise of a friendly interview that is then used as a “gotcha” moment. The founder of the ministry, Prison Fellowship, Charles Colson described his experience. The interviewer was cordial beforehand. But the bright lights in the studio trained on Colson both turned his face a pasty white and produced a bead of sweat on his forehead and upper lip. The effect was to make him look nervous and guilty. The interviewer launched into a rapid-fire series of unexpected, no-win, unanswerable, “have you stopped beating your wife?” questions. It immediately placed him on the defensive so that he had no opportunity to discuss the positive message he had been asked to bring. 


Of course, he was in good company. An odd delegation of former enemies approached Jesus hoping for a gotcha moment of their own. “13 And they [apparently members of the Sanhedrin] sent to him some of the Pharisees and some of the Herodians, to trap him in his talk.” The Pharisees were the strict Bible experts and anti-Rome conservatives. The Herodians were the liberal compromiser/collaborators with Rome, the political opposites of the Pharisees. Yet, they were united in their hatred of Jesus and joined together in their attempt to discredit him, and worse, if possible. 

They began with a flattering set-up that they hoped would prevent Jesus from not answering the question: “14 And they came and said to him, “Teacher, 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.” So, the implication is, if Jesus was truthful in all things and was not swayed by popular opinion, then he must answer them. And here is what they thought was the no-win, unanswerable question: “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not? Should we pay them, or should we not?” One writer notes that the question was “carefully devised to discredit or imperil him.” 


B. So, let’s work this out. If he said that it was unlawful to pay taxes to Caesar, he would please the Pharisees, but run afoul of the Roman authorities (and you can bet that the Herodians would have raced to report him). But if he said, “No, it is lawful. You must pay your taxes to Caesar,” then his popularity with the crowds would have plummeted immediately, and the Jewish leaders could then have seized him without much of a fuss. 


C. Our Lord’s response to this seemingly impossible puzzle is considered masterful, genius, by friend and foe alike. Those who love the Lord Jesus and follow him see something more. Not only does Jesus escape this obvious trap, he also reveals the vital truth that BECAUSE WE BELONG TO GOD, WE MUST RENDER OUR LIVES TO HIM.
I. WE MUST RENDER OUR LIVES TO GOD.

A. Jesus exposes the tax question as only a secondary matter. So, we must not miss the big point! You and I belong to God! “15 But, knowing their hypocrisy, he said to them, “Why put me to the test? Bring me a denarius and let me look at it.” 16 And they brought one. And he said to them, “Whose likeness and inscription is this?” They said to him, “Caesar’s.” 17 Jesus said to them, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” And they marveled at him.”

The denarius was a Roman coin which Rome had imposed upon all its territories. And taxes had to be paid in this Roman coinage. So, the matter of taxes and of requiring the use of this coin was really a mark of submission to these ruling authorities. 

Jesus said, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”
Why did these coins belong to Caesar? Well, because his image was stamped on them. We’ll get back to this in a bit. But maybe you already saw the analogy. 

B. Whose image is stamped onto you? If bearing the image of another implied their ownership when it came to mere coins, what does that say when the Bible everywhere declares that all people have been created in God’s image? “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s [that’s the far less important point], and to God the things that are God’s [and that matters supremely!].” In fact, for Israel, this truth was applicable twice over. God created all people of all nations, every one of them, and he rightly possesses all authority over everything he owns. But God had also chosen, elected one particular people to be his own, the people of Israel, and so they belonged to him twice over. 


But they certainly were not acting like it. As we saw last week in the parable Jesus told, the tenants rejected the authority of the owner and refused to render what was due him. And here in this very moment, the Owner, God, their Maker, had sent his Son, and they were plotting to kill him. This was, of course, the reason they brought what they assumed was a stumper of a question: either to discredit or to imperil him, with a view toward destroying him. Lord Self will never submit, even when the true Lord appears. We must beware. This is what will always happen when Lord Self, if he is not denied, encounters the Lord Christ. Lord Self will always resist, to the death.


C. And when a sinner submits to Christ and enters into that new covenant relationship of life everlasting, hope unfailing, and joy unquenchable, God claims us a second time. By way of creation God owns us. And by way of redemption, when he purchases us at the unspeakable cost of the blood of his Son, he owns us twice. So, we “render to God the things that are God’s,” and that includes every bit of us in willing bonds, rejoicing to belong to him, returning with gratitude all that we have and all that we are. And that’s the main thing. And the main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing.  
II. WE MUST RESPECT GOD’S AGENTS.

A. Though the tax question is only secondary, it is not unimportant. For Jesus does affirm that it is right to pay our taxes. “15 But, knowing their hypocrisy, he said to them, “Why put me to the test? Bring me a denarius and let me look at it.” 16 And they brought one. And he said to them, “Whose likeness and inscription is this?” They said to him, “Caesar’s.” 17 Jesus said to them, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”

“Render to Caesar.” Jesus masterfully bases this on the image and inscription on the coin itself. The image was that of Tiberius the son of Augustus. And William Lane explains: “The portrait and legend demonstrated the right of the sovereign who coined the money to demand tribute from the provincials, in keeping with the understanding that the emperor owned the coins which bore his image.” (424) It was his picture and his inscription, and so it was his coin. Lane goes on to point out: “The acceptance and usage of Caesar’s coinage implicitly acknowledged his authority and therefore the obligation to pay the tax.” (424)


B. The Jews may have balked at paying taxes to their overlords in Rome, but the truth was that Rome had brought some benefits to the people of its empire. Rome had created many roads and seagoing routes that made transportation and trade possible throughout much of the land. They had also stationed garrisons of peacekeepers so that the broader region enjoyed relative peace for the first time in history. The Jews along with all others were the beneficiaries of these advantages, and their taxes largely paid for them. Nobody enjoys having their hard-earned income garnished by the government, but we do receive some benefits from that government. 


C. Even more, this is God’s plan. The fifth commandment implies a wider application than simply the home where it begins: “Honor your father and your mother.” “Honor” there implies both respect and obedience to the lawful authority of the home. And here and elsewhere in the New Testament, we are urged to respect the lawful authorities whom God has placed over us. Paul calls us in 1 Timothy 2 to offer prayer for all who are in authority over us: “that we might lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly and dignified in every way” to the end that “all people [would] be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth.”  Likewise, Peter urges that we “be subject to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do evil and to praise those who do good.” 
And he concludes: “Honor everyone. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the emperor.” (1 P. 2:13-14, 17) That “emperor” was the one who would later put Peter to death!

These are all God’s agents whom he has appointed for our good, to restrain evil and promote the good. Honoring and respecting does not, of course, mean that we agree with everything they propose, nor that we may not vote them out of authority if they are incompetent or evil. But our job is not to pick and choose how and to what degree we serve as loyal citizens for the simple fact that God has installed these offices, and that by unlawfully resisting them we are resisting God. 


D. At the very last, on the night he was betrayed, after Jesus had carefully guarded the truth that he was the Messiah, when the moment came, the corrupt and wicked high priest placed him under oath and demanded that he answer “Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed?” And at that dramatic moment, because it was a lawful order from a lawful authority, wicked and corrupt as that high priest was, even though he knew they would condemn him, Jesus answered truthfully: “I am, and you will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of Power, and coming with the clouds of heaven.” (Mark 14:62) And that was claimed to be the damning evidence that doomed him. Our Lord Jesus himself submitted to an evil man occupying a lawful office. And that should give us direction. 

III. WE MUST REALIZE GOD’S PLAN. 


So, even though these wicked rulers sought an opportunity to trap Jesus (and failed miserably), they also provided an occasion for Jesus to reveal a great truth and show us God’s plan. 


A. Our discipleship includes citizenship. God himself has instituted human government, every human government. And we must obey every lawful order of the authority God has instituted. Now a matter much in the news is immigration. A broken immigration system is still a lawful immigration system. If the system is bad, change the system. But the system is lawful, and must be obeyed. If someone is within the borders of any country unlawfully, they should come clean and obey the lawful orders of a sovereign state. For to disobey the lawful orders of a sovereign state is to disobey the God who instituted that authority.

If a state’s laws require unlawful acts or forbid lawful acts required by God, then those laws themselves are unlawful and are in rebellion against God, the supreme authority. When the apostles were forbidden to preach about Jesus, their reply was simple and straightforward: “We must obey God rather than men.” Of course! How could it be any different? So, our many brothers and sisters in Christ trapped within the borders of repressive governments must break unlawful laws. When they are forbidden to gather in worship, or even to read or to possess a single page of Scripture, a higher law, the highest, both overrules and nullifies those evil commands. 


B. We should also know that governments will always seek more and more control. Do you know what the inscription stated on the coin that Jesus held that day said? In translation it read: “Tiberius Caesar Augustus, Son of the Divine Augustus, Highest Priest.” Do you see what Rome was doing? The Caesar was claiming the place of God himself. When repressive governments forbid freedom of worship, they are in fact demanding the worship of the state and of its rulers. 


Our Lord’s response masterfully endorses the right of Caesar to tax revenues, but flatly denies his idolatrous and blasphemous claims: “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” Caesar was not God. And the Caesar’s bald claim is subservient to the authority of the one, true God. 

C. And notice what will happen as a part of God’s plan. As God’s people increasingly render their lives to him as is only right, their lives, they themselves will grow in true virtue, in holiness and love. And what do you suppose will happen when more and more of the people within any society submit themselves to God and pattern their lives after Jesus Christ his Son? Honestly, the whole society will improve. A rising tide lifts all boats. As more and more live peacefully, faithfully, lovingly in godliness, wickedness will become less and less socially acceptable and will be naturally restrained. 
CONCLUSION


And as a result of his answer, his enemies “marveled at him.” But it was not out of respect or admiration, or they would have submitted to him. It was the “marvel,” the trauma, the looming horror really, of realizing his true and undeniable authority, and the accompanying demand that they submit to him. 

But Lord Self will never submit. So, despite the clear evidence, they continued to oppose him, seeking to, and succeeding in destroying him. For three days, until he rose again in vindication and triumph.

One writer notes: “It is appropriate that men who had come to ensnare Jesus through unguarded statement should sense the devastating effect of the authority displayed in his word.” (Lane 425) It was terrifying to them, but they went ahead and put him to death. For they would not admit his authority over them or submit to him, as reason and sense demanded of them.  

And if you would escape the coming horror of realizing that you suddenly face God’s just judgment for your sin, the answer is to turn to Jesus the Son of God now, right away. Confess your sins to him, and accept his free gift of life everlasting. J
____________________________________________________________________________________________


