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     People, by nature, are very inquisitive.  Children, teenagers, and adults all have many questions that they 

want answered, and they want the answers right now.  When will a vaccine be available for the coronavirus?  

When can we stop wearing masks?  When will life return to normal?  However, we usually want those answers 

to meet our expectations.  We have another election coming up in a few weeks and many times candidates are 

inundated with questions in which they are expected to give clear, concise answers to complex issues in a very 

short amount of time.  Some questions may have simple to understand, black and white answers, but other 

questions may have long, difficult answers that come in shades of gray.  While we want answers to our 

questions on certain topics, we don’t want answers that are contrary to our views. 

     In our Gospel lesson for today Jesus was challenged with an interesting dilemma.  The Pharisees and 

Herodians – two groups of people who actually hated each other, team up and try to discredit Jesus through a 

simple debate.  There is an old saying that politics makes strange bedfellows and this situation is a classic 

example.  The Pharisees were the Jewish religious leaders of the day and they felt that it was wrong to pay taxes 

to a foreign government, in this case Rome – who was ruling their land.  The Herodians were Jews, like the 

Pharisees, but they supported the Roman government and believed that it was proper to pay taxes to Rome, 

because of the services the government provided.  As a result, the Pharisees hated the Herodians, because  they 

viewed them as traitors.  Jews should only have to answer to God, the Pharisees thought, not some foreign 

government.  The Herodians, meanwhile, hated the Pharisees, because they thought it was right to support the 

government, plus they didn’t have any real interest in the church. 

     And yet, while both groups hated each other, they hated Jesus even more, because Jesus’ popularity took 

away from their own popularity among the people.  In fact, these two groups not only wanted Jesus silenced, 

they wanted Him dead.  So they get together and they come up with a way they believe they can get the people 

to turn against Jesus or maybe even have Jesus killed without having to do it themselves.  They begin their 

scheme by approaching Jesus in verses 16-17 with some flattery saying, “Teacher, we know that you are true 

and teach the way of God truthfully, and you do not care about anyone’s opinion, for you are not swayed by 

appearances.  Tell us then what you think.  Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?”  Well that sounds 

innocent enough – just an invitation for some wholesome debate about whether paying taxes to Caesar is in 

accordance with God's law. 

     But Jesus immediately knows that this debate is not about a genuine desire to understand God’s Law.  It is all 

about trying to discredit Him.  Jesus knows that if He says, “Yes, it is lawful to pay taxes to Caesar,” the 

Pharisees will consider Him to be a traitor to the Jewish people and the crowds of people may turn against Him.  

If He says, “No, it is not lawful to pay taxes to Caesar,” the Herodians will report Him to the Roman government 

and He will be executed.   Jesus is fully aware of their intent to trap Him in His words, so He responds by saying, 

“Why put me to the test you hypocrites?”  Both groups were looking for a simple answer to a difficult question.  

Instead, Jesus showed them the face on a coin and let them answer their own question by saying, “Give to Caesar 

the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” 

     Many times we have difficult questions and when we look to God for the answers, sometimes we don’t like 

what we hear or we don’t hear what we’re expecting or there really is no good answer at the moment.  If you are 

like me, I’m sure you have asked God at some point over the past 7 months, “Why are we going through this 

pandemic, Lord?”  And when I have spoken to people who had loved ones who suffered and died from Covid-19, 

they, too, have asked some tough questions, “Why did my loved one have to go through this?  Why did he/she 

have to suffer? Why did he/she die at such a young age?” 

     I met a woman at a pastors’ conference several years ago who had been diagnosed with a terminal brain 

tumor.  While she, too, asked some hard questions of God and probably didn’t like the answers she got to those 

questions, especially as a wife and mother of three girls, she said at the conference, “As I face my own 

debilitating mortality, as a Christian with a Savior who loves me dearly and who has redeemed me from a dying 

world, I have a higher calling.  God wants me to live with Him in peace and comfort no matter what comes my 

way.  Circumstances out of my control are not the worst thing that can happen to me. The worst thing would be 

losing my faith.” 



     Like the Pharisees and the Herodians, sometimes we pose questions to God that we believe cannot have a right 

answer.  Why did this bad thing happen?  Why am I in this bad situation today?  Why me Lord?  We’ve probably all 

wondered something similar at one time or another.  Sometimes these are legitimate questions, but other times we 

already know the answers and God will never be able to answer in a way that will satisfy us.  That’s an attitude 

problem we need to deal with, it’s not an issue of the answer, but the nature of the question.  If we really want to 

have the answer, then we’ll have to be content with the result, even if it’s contrary to our preconceived notions. 

     Jesus knew He was being tricked and tested, and yet, He still answers their question, while also turning the 

tables on the Pharisees and Herodians.  Jesus knows the question, “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar?” is 

actually a religious question, meaning, “Is it God pleasing?”  The assumption is that anything given to Caesar is 

to take from what rightly belongs to God.  But Jesus’ answer shows that there are some things that, according to 

the will of God, legitimately belong to Caesar and the government.  To give rightly to Caesar, then, is to serve 

God, because God is at work in our secular government. 

     While our government says we have to pay taxes, and while they have certain rates to insure they are paid 

what is owed to them, our God has only one rat when it comes to our giving to Him.  He demands 100% from 

us, and His rate never changes.  We owe God our lives.  When we were baptized, God’s claim on us was total 

and complete.  No part of our life can be excluded from our relationship with God.  Now that’s easy to say, but 

not always easy to live.  Sometimes we have things that we are reluctant to give to God, such as our wallets, our 

career, a relationship, our weekend, or our work. 

     It actually would have been much easier of Jesus had just said, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s” and just 

stopped.  But He didn’t stop there.  Not only did Jesus say, “Give to God what is God’s,” but He also showed us 

what that meant.  Jesus was the ultimate giver.  He gave everything He had to God, namely His entire perfect 

life that lead to His horrifying death on the cross, and He did so on behalf of all of us, so we could live and give 

to others. 

     The Pharisees and Herodians were indeed testing Jesus, but it says in verse 22 that when they heard Jesus’ 

response, they marveled, and then left Him.  They marveled.  Does this mean it’s possible that they recognized 

Jesus at this moment as more than just a skillful debater?  Could some of them have seen Him as the only One 

who could really give to God what God desires – a life of perfect love and obedience?  We don’t know, but we 

will certainly be tested in our lives, but instead of asking, “Why did this happen?” or “When is this pandemic 

going to end?”  perhaps we can ask ourselves, “What can we do?  What good can be brought out of this horrible 

pandemic?  What new ways in my walk with God can I grow closer to Him, and serve others, and give Him my 

very best?  How can we be the hands and feet of Jesus to a dying world?  How can we use the things God had 

given us to help others?”  The reason we give to God what is God’s is because God first gave to us His very 

own Son.  We were bought at a price, and we remember this every time we come to this altar and hear the word, 

“This is my body given for you; this is my blood shed for you.”  God has given us what is God’s, and so the real 

question we ought to ask is, “Can we give or return anything less to Him?” 


