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This morning we look at something that is misunderstood by many believers in our country today.  Often, when one hears the phrase “separation of Church and State,” they emphasize “separation.” 
Both the Church and the State want to keep “the other side” in check.  


However, as we see in our text this morning, we must take care that we do not “separate” what God has anointed and united.  Government is a divine institution of God to provide protection in this wicked world.  Therefore, the first inclination of the human heart should be to obey those whom God has ordained as leaders of the State.  The believer is not to first look for loopholes for reasons to disobey.  Obedience, even where we might disagree, is one of the great ways the Christian can reflect the glory of God in our perverse culture.  What Jesus teaches in this text with one remarkable statement is that practicing real, biblical Christianity need not interfere with man’s obedience to God’s divine institution of government.

I.   The Question of the Pharisees and Herodians  (12:13-15a)


The Pharisees and the Herodians represent two groups that were diametrically opposed to one another.  The Pharisees represented the Jews and religion.  They sought to make themselves right with God through obedience to the Law.  They failed miserably in this, as all sinners do, and often exceeded what was written in the Law.  They hated Roman government, especially this tax that was put on every adult male.  To them, it forced them to support the government they loathed.  In the text preceding this incident, Jesus, in the parable of the wicked tenants, had pronounced judgment on the religious hierarchy.  Here, they send a different group of Pharisees, a younger group of disciples (Mt. 22:16) to spy on Jesus (Lk. 20:20).


The Herodians represented Rome and politics.  They were relatively unconcerned about the religion of the Jews and their God.  Their god was Caesar and they fully supported the imposed tax as it supported everything they held near and dear in relation to Roman government and emperor worship.  


We see here that the Pharisees opposed the government of the Herodians and Rome and the Herodians opposed the religion of the Jews.  However, as is often the case, two groups at odds with each other politically and religiously often unite in their opposition to the gospel of Jesus Christ.  That is what happens as these two groups approach Jesus.


1.  Where they were right (v. 14a)


First, they emphasized His integrity, “Teacher, we know that You are truthful.”  They considered Him to be a truthful, genuine man.  He was not merely playing some religious role; He was real.  There was nothing fake about Jesus.  Even though they might have disagreed with Him, they knew that they did not have to worry about where Jesus stood.  They could trust that what Jesus said, Jesus meant.  Further, His words were verified through His works.  His deeds matched His words; His actions showed that He believed what He taught was absolute truth, authoritative and sufficient as the rule of faith for man.  Samuel Johnson said, “Integrity without knowledge is weak and useless, and knowledge without integrity is dangerous and dreadful.”
    


Next, they pointed out His boldness.  He deferred to no man nor was He partial to any.  The ESV translates this, “You do not care about anyone’s opinions… You are not swayed by appearances.”  The NIV is perhaps the easiest to understand, “You aren’t swayed by men, because you pay no attention to who they are.”  This does not mean that Jesus had no concern for the thoughts and opinions of men.  After all, He demonstrated time and again with this very group of men that He knew the thoughts and intents of their wicked hearts and without fail met their challenges head-on.  He did not cower to their ignorance or to their threats.  He did not tone down His message or dress it up or adorn it as to not be offensive to the Pharisees.  He knew both His life and His message were a threat to what they had made their self-centered religion; He knew that He was the cornerstone, the rock of stumbling, the stone the builders rejected.  Yet He proclaimed it with boldness.  He was the Prophet of prophets, who preached the message that God gave to them regardless of what they thought about it.  They served as an example to the apostles who would come along later and boldly proclaim the truths that the Church is built upon.  Perhaps there is not greater statement of what Christian boldness looks like than in Paul’s words, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes” (Rom. 1:16).  Paul was not intimidated nor did he compromise his message.  That is boldness, boldness with Jesus Christ as the great example.


Finally, they highlighted His soundness.  They stated that Jesus taught “the way of God in truth.”  Geoff Thomas illustrates this soundness, “What a complement to make about any preacher… Jesus didn’t string together a series of stories like a standup comedian.  He didn’t give stodgy lectures.  From first to last he taught the way of God to his hearers, and they were all caught up in his teaching from the outset.  The way of God was presented to all the congregation so that God became significant to them as someone living, ruling, caring, at that moment, and for them.”
  The world does not want to be talked down to like a bunch of babies.  They claim to want the truth, so we are obliged to give them the sound teaching that they desire, whether or not we think they will believe it or not or really want it or not.  That is not our call.  We are to teach the way of God in truth, just as Jesus did and does, and trust the Spirit to work in their lives and ours as only He can.  That is what soundness really is – to live as if you believe what you are teaching is true.


Their assessment of Christ was quite accurate.  He was and is a man of integrity, of boldness, and of soundness.  But what about them?

2.  Where they were wrong (vv. 13, 14b, 15a)


They were wrong first and foremost because they did not believe what they were saying.  This was nothing more than a feeble attempt to flatter Jesus.  According to Matthew, this was all part of a wicked plot (22:15).  “To catch him in his words” reflects the thought of baiting a trap.  The trap was their question of allegiance, buttered up with their feeble attempt at sincerity, “Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar or not?  Should we pay or shouldn’t we?”  

To understand the magnitude of their question, we must know a bit of the historical context from which they approached Jesus.  The Jews had not been free for over five hundred years.  The emperor Augustus had brought Judea under Roman rule as one of its provinces in A. D. 6.  Jesus at that time would have been a little boy.  At that time, a man named Judas (not Iscariot) led a revolt against the Roman government in the payment of the poll tax extorted from every Jewish male in Judea.  This tribute went directly into the imperial treasury and it was this tax that Judas vehemently opposed, considering it no less that high treason against God.  This political zealot told the people, incorrectly I might add, that if they paid such taxes then they, as God’s people, would no longer be under the rule of God but under the rule of man – a Gentile man to boot.  There was a later attempt at a relief from taxation when Jesus was a teenager that went awry.  


Now Jesus stands before them and is addressed with this question that in their mind was very clever.  “Should we pay or shouldn’t we?”  In their minds there were only two answers: yes or no.  Any other answer would lack the integrity, boldness, and soundness that they attributed to Him.  Anything apart from yes or no would be to avoid the issue.  Further, the question was loaded with political implications.  If Jesus answered ‘yes,’ He would be taking the side of the Herodians against the Jews in showing support for the tax.  The Pharisees then would hold Jesus as an insurrectionist.  If He answered ‘no,’ He then would have been accused of treason against the Roman government by the Herodians who loved the tax.  This seemed a hopeless situation for Jesus, which is right where these men wanted Him.


Their great mistake, however, was in driving a wedge between the secular and the spiritual with their question.  They wrongly divided what God had brought together.  Again, it is easy for us today to do the same when we hear the dictate, “Separation of Church and State.”  That was the question these men asked.  Are we to serve God and the Church or Caesar and the State?  Again they thought there were only two answers, presenting a dilemma for Jesus.  But as Kent Hughes points out, they “thought they had caught him in an inescapable dilemma, but his incredibly dexterous mind saw that it was really a trilemma.”
  This is seen in the response of Christ.
II.  The Response of Christ (12:15b-17)
 
Jesus, noticing their baited trap both in their flattery and in their question, forthrightly rebukes them, “You hypocrites!  Why are you trying to trap me?”  Again, they had one thing right – He was bold!


Jesus response is twofold.  First, He tells them to bring Him a denarius.  A denarius was a day’s wages and was the amount of the tax that was due from each male.  On it was the image of the head of Caesar with the inscription, “Tiberius Caesar Augustus,” translated, “Son of the Divine Augustus.”  On the flip side was etched, “Pontif Maxim,” or “Highest Priest.”  Caesar is pictured sitting on a throne clothed in priestly garments.  So the image and the inscription both pointed to Caesar’s rule both in the temporal and the spiritual realm, as emperor and high priest. 


“They brought the coin,” and as was His custom He then returned their question with a question, asking them, “Whose portrait is this?  And whose inscription?”  Of course, the answer was, “Caesar’s.”  Now the Pharisees and Herodians were probably thinking about this point, “Big deal.  We are not here for a civics or economic lesson.  You fool, everyone knows whose image is on the coin.  You are just trying to skirt the issue.”  I am sure their confidence was boosted a bit as Jesus apparently was trying to buy some time.  Then Jesus spoke the words that serve as the greatest political statement ever made: “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.”

In this, Jesus shows that the response to the temporal and the response to the spiritual need not conflict.  “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s” means that the believer is to submit to the civil authorities that God has placed in their midst.  Paul echoed this thought in Romans 13:1-6:

Romans 13:1-6 – 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.  2 Consequently, he who rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves.  3 For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend you.  4 For he is God’s servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for nothing. He is God’s servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer.  5 Therefore, it is necessary to submit to the authorities, not only because of possible punishment but also because of conscience.  6 This is also why you pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, who give their full time to governing.

1.  “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s” – What it doesn’t mean
 


First, it does not mean that we are to obey temporal rule if it violates the command of God.  When Daniel was forbidden to pray to any god except Nebuchadnezzar he refused, choosing death rather than disobey God.  A good example of this is found in Acts 4 and 5.  There the authorities arrested the disciples for preaching and called them before the Sanhedrin.  They ordered them to stop preaching in the name of Jesus (Acts 4:17-20), but the disciples continued as if they had never heard that order. “We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name,” the high priest 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!” (Acts 5:28&29).


Second, Christians must resist when asked to do an immoral act.  Immorality typically has a sexual application, particularly in Scripture.  But it also extends to ethical areas in which many are constantly asked to compromise – whether it be in government service, business, home, school, or even church.  If the government asks you to commit immoral or unethical acts, then you are not to obey.


Third, to obey the state does not mean that believers are to go against their Christian conscience to obey government.  This is born out in the U. S. today when one conscientiously objects to participating in war.  I might agree to disagree with one’s conscious belief of pacifism based upon biblical principles.  But I have no right to criticize one who objects to war on Scriptural principles.  That man must act according to conscience.  Another example is a pastor’s right to opt out of Social Security “for reasons of conscience.”  



The point here in Mark, however, does not leave spiritual wiggle room in our obedience to the government.  Jesus plainly states that we should seek first to obey, not looking for reasons to disobey.  Christians, of all people, are to be law-abiding citizens – even in paying their taxes!

2.  “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s” – What it does mean 


Given Jesus’ argument to this point, we can readily see the emphasis that Jesus put on obeying God.  Here, He mentions God after Caesar, emphasizing God’s sovereignty over Caesar or any other man He has chosen as king.  Caesar was under the authority of the Almighty.  Therefore, man is to obey God first in all things.  He is to fear and honor God, not man.  


But again, we must note that Jesus does not rule out obedience to government.  The two, religion and politics, Church and State, are not to conflict with one another but to complement.  Therefore, the first inclination should be to obey both.  We are to disobey any of God’s ordained authorities, whether it be parents, teachers, pastors, or government, only when their instruction would lead us to disobey God.  Then, it is not really disobedience at all, for to obey them would be to disobey God, which is not an option.  Perhaps there is an echo of the greatest commandment here, to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength… You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  There is no other commandment greater than these” (12:30-31).  We will look at that in a couple of weeks.  However, this shows that we are to love and honor others, including governing authorities who would fall under the category of “neighbor,” again, as long as this does not interfere with our love for God.  But notice that Jesus treats both commandments as one.  


“Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s” provides for us the most solid foundation for government.  It also provides a sure foundation for the believer to live by in relation to the government.  How do you live according to this commandment today?

Conclusion

1.  We should think of submitting “first,” not using our religion as an excuse to disobey.

2.  We should remember that we are created in the image of God.  Jesus pointed to the image of Caesar on the coin to make a point.  But there was a further reminder to these wicked men that they were created in the image of God.  

3.  We should long for and pray for revival in this nation.

� In John Blanchard, Sifted Silver, 166.


� Geoff Thomas, http://www.alfredplacechurch.org.uk/Sermons/mark66.htm.


� R. Kent Hughes, Preaching the Word: Mark, vol. 2, 103.


� I am indebted to Kent Hughes for this section, 104.





