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Grace and peace to you from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ. 

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

 Jesus stands between the Pharisees and Herod’s soldiers. The crowd is watching. The 

Pharisees pose Him a question. If Jesus says that taxes are to be paid to Caesar, the 

surrounding crowd of Jews will accuse Him. If Jesus says the opposite, siding with the 

Pharisees, the Herodians will be forced to arrest Him for speaking against Rome. It looks 

like our Lord is stuck between the crowd and the Herodians. The Pharisees, having set the 

trap, hide behind their mask of godliness. 

 They make a big show of asking their question. They want everyone to know the 

question so they can damn Jesus with His answer. Jesus’ answer, they suppose, will 

humiliate Him and prove that He’s deplorable. But this encounter will have the opposite 

result. Instead, the Pharisees will be humiliated. 

 Before they are embarrassed, though, they are shameless in their arrogance. Like many 

still today—because human nature hasn’t changed—they give the appearance of kindness 

before trying to destroy another person. And they do desire to destroy Jesus. The Pharisees 

want for Jesus to either be arrested and probably killed for sedition against Rome or for 

Him to speak in favor of Rome and have the crowd turn on Him in a rage, possibly picking 

up stones to kill Him. But to get their vision to become a reality, the Pharisees first smile 

and flatter Jesus: “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.” 

 Previously, the Pharisees claimed that Jesus “deceives the people” (Jn 7:12), that He is 

“demon-possessed” (Jn 8:48), and that He “is not from God” (Jn 9:16). Jesus hasn’t 

forgotten. But most of the people are probably unaware of the slander. So, when the 

Pharisees offer their flattery, the people don’t notice the false appearance of respect. 

Instead, the people—like we so often do—trust the false appearances of this world and 

those who hate Christ. Godless people hide behind masks of godliness. This ought not 

surprise us, because we mask our sins with piety and nicety. We smile and make like it’s 
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just a joke when insulting others. The Pharisees were no worse than we. They’re simply 

better at appearing righteous and convincing others of their godliness. 

 “But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, ‘Why put Me to the test, you hypocrites?’” Jesus 

sees the Pharisees—and all people—for what they are. One can’t hide behind a mask of 

sincerity and piety and God not notice it. Shameless flattery can’t confuse an all-knowing 

being. So Jesus calls them out for what they are—calls us out for what we are. When 

appearances are false, words must be spoken to reveal the truth. Jesus calls them out: “You 

hypocrites!”  

 But Jesus doesn’t merely stop with a rebuke, but says, “Show Me the coin for the tax.”  

 They bring Him a denarius. He asks this question so that they are bound by their 

words—since they’re so good at giving false appearances. By asking for the coin, Jesus 

plays dumb. But He’s smarter than these Pharisees. They possess worldly wisdom; Jesus is 

the very Wisdom of God. The Pharisees don’t know where He’s going with these questions. 

So they answer the obvious questions truthfully. Everyone else already knows the answer. 

 “Whose likeness and inscription is this?” “Caesar’s,” they answer. Of course, Jesus 

recognizes Caesar’s image. He hasn’t been living out in the wilderness, under a rock, for the 

last 20 years. And Jesus can read the inscription, even though it’s in Latin. Even the 

uneducated masses know what the coin says, and whose it is. 

 Then Jesus says to them, “Therefore render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s.” 

Caesar’s image is on the coin. His inscription, too. The coin is marked by Caesar, made in his 

image—it belongs to Caesar. Give to him that which belongs to him. 

 Before the Pharisees can interject, Jesus finishes His sentence: “and to God the things 

that are God’s.” 

 When Caesar went down the street, his subjects were to bow down, worship him, and 

call him god. This was required of all subjects of Rome, excepting Israel. If Jesus hadn’t said 

these few more words, the Pharisees could’ve accused Him denying our Lord’s authority. 

By not pitting Caesar and God against each other, Jesus shows those Jews—and us—that it 

is possible both to honor worldly leaders and to honor God. That’s why St. Paul writes, 

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

respect, then respect; if honor, then honor” (Rm 13:7).   
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 Why are we to honor our earthly leaders? Because God is like the Pharisees and us. He’s 

unalike in respect to malice and hate. He doesn’t orchestrate the destruction of His Son. But 

He is like the Pharisees and us in that He hides behind masks. 

 While the Pharisees seem nice, they are truly evil. God, though, can seem mean, but 

truly is being good. He sent the Romans to subjugate the Jews, disciplining them because of 

their unbelief. God’s goal wasn’t to punish them, though. Instead, God’s goal was their 

salvation. He needed the Romans to do what the Jews couldn’t be allowed to do—would’ve 

been abhorrent to do! They couldn’t be allowed to murder God’s own Son, so God brought 

in the Romans to do the deed. God used the Romans as His mask. 

 So likewise Caesar and all earthly authorities. God gives them for our good—to punish 

those who do evil and to praise those who do good. God is behind our rulers and judges and 

authorities. God uses them as His masks.  

 But we aren’t to worship earthly authorities—although many in our country and 

around the world do. For the Jews to bow down to Caesar and declare him to be god 

wouldn’t be tribute to Caesar. No, it’d be tribute to the devil. When we give our souls, 

hearts, and minds to earthly rulers—rulers of this world—we pay tribute to Satan. 

 When our rulers, however, demand taxes or demand that we give our sons in the 

bloody act of waging war—these things are theirs to take. Even tyrants like Caesar have 

God behind them. The world—and America—has had its share of tyrants. As the psalmist 

says, “Put not your trust in princes, in a son of man, in whom there is no salvation” (Ps 

146:3).  

 Trust in God. Our souls are to be ruled by God alone. Though things may appear one 

way, God’s Word reveals how things truly are and how they truly ought to be. Hearts and 

minds are not to be swayed by evil and malicious people like the Pharisees tried to turn the 

people against Jesus. God’s Word alone tells us how to be Christian and how God regards 

us—no matter what others may say or how things may look. It is only by listening to God’s 

Word that we can see past mere appearances—see behind the masks that both we and God 

use. 

 Consider what things look like regarding Jesus and the Pharisees. It looks like Jesus 

hates the Pharisees. He rebukes them. He humiliates them. But Jesus hating the Pharisees 

couldn’t be further from the truth. The very act of rebuke means that Jesus loves them. You 
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don’t bother to rebuke people you’ve given up on. You just turn your back and walk away 

from them. Parents seem angry when they discipline their children. The true motivation 

isn’t anger but love. Same here. Jesus rebukes the Pharisees because He loves them. 

 How much does He love those hypocrites? He lays down the Law, telling them to render 

to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s. And then He 

does it on their behalf. If Jesus loved the Pharisees who hate Him in such a way, how much 

more has He done for us who love Him! 

 Jesus allowed Himself to be arrested and tried before the Jewish ruling council. He was 

falsely accused and mocked and damned by them. He was handed over to Pontius Pilate, 

and He submitted to the Roman governor. Jesus gave His body to the Roman soldiers to be 

flogged and tortured and nailed to a tree. He gave His body because our bodies belong to 

our fellow human creatures—we all bear the same image, so we are all human and 

beholden to one another. Therefore, Jesus gave His body on the cross. 

 And Jesus gave His spirit to the heavenly Father. “Into Your hands, I commit My spirit.” 

Jesus gave to God that which is God’s. 

 Crucifixion is the cruelest form of execution ever devised by humanity. Invented by the 

Babylonians, perfected by the Persians, and used extensively by the Romans. But when we 

look upon the crucified Jesus, we don’t see just a bitter death. Rather, behind that mask of 

death is our salvation. Not because crucifixion is pretty—it is not. But because of what 

God’s Word says it means. 

 Jesus laid down His life for His friends—no greater love than this. He laid down His life 

for those Pharisees, for the Herodians, and for the crowd. Jesus died for us. It’s not 

something that is readily discernable with the eye. Rather, this truth must be told. Cling to 

it. Hold it fast. In so doing, we can stop hiding behind false masks of godliness and instead 

become masks of God. We can be His instruments of love and mercy to others. 

 In Jesus’ name. 

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ + 
Jesus. 


