TEXT: Luke 20:20-28

SUBJECT: Luke #77: God and Caesar


The theme of Luke Chapter 20 is…embarrassment.  The leading men of Israel are very concerned about the Lord Jesus Christ and the influence He has over the people.  They want to counteract it, but that’s not easy to do.  How do you criticize a Man without sin?  


They had tried to—over and over they had.  They called Him a devil, but then they had to explain why one devil would cast out another and overthrow his own kingdom!  They said He wasn’t from God, but then they had to explain how a servant of darkness had opened the eyes of a blind man!  They said He was a friend of publicans and sinners, but He took that as a compliment!  You almost pity the men who needed to find fault with a Man who didn’t have any!    


Since they couldn’t find any sins to expose in Him, they decided to let Him do it Himself.  Normally, the best way to get something on a man is to let him talk.  But this didn’t work on the Lord—for everything He said was stamped with Divine wisdom.  


How do you get a wise man to say something stupid?  You ask a question that cannot be answered—that’s how.  You ask him if he still beats his wife.  Both yes and no will embarrass him.  And so will a non-answer.  He’s caught in his own words and there’s no way out for him.  That’s how you catch other men in their words.


That’s what the leaders of Israel have in mind for the Lord Jesus Christ.  I’m sure they were very proud of themselves—for a couple of minutes.  Then it was they who went home red-faced.    

THE MEN


Before we look at the question itself, let’s recall the ones who ask it.  They are the chief priests and the scribes.  They are the men  responsible for the religion of Israel.  It was their job to keep the people with God until the Messiah comes.  Now that He has come, of course, you see their real desire is to hold on to their offices and the prestige and money that go with them.  They have a holy calling from God, but they are not living up to it.  


They are wicked men, of course, but they’re not stupid.  They know that their authority depends on their perceived holiness.  They don’t have to be holy, but they must seem to be holy.  Even in the presence of the Lord Himself (who sees through all hypocrisy), they “pretended to be righteous”.  


These dear and humble “saints” are troubled in their consciences.  They’re torn between two loyalties and they know the Lord can help them—no one has the wisdom He does.  He’ll know what to do!  


You can imagine the phonies, complete with their long faces, their unsure eyes and their voices choked with emotion—wanting to know God’s will and to do it from the heart!  


That’s how they presented themselves: as good men with an honest question.  


But the Lord sees through them.  Luke says He “perceived their craftiness”.  They are crooked men with a crooked question.  


This explains the answer He gave and why it doesn’t satisfy us entirely.  Remember, His goal is not to fully explain the relationship between the two Kingdoms and how His disciples should balance their loyalty to Him with the obligations they owe to other authorities.  
THE QUESTION


The scribes want to know His opinion on paying Roman taxes—

“Is it lawful for us to pay taxes to Caesar or not?”


The question is tremendously important and complicated—especially in Israel.  On one hand, The Law plainly teaches that the Jews must worship God only and have nothing to do with idols.  

“Hear, O Israel, the Lord your God, the Lord is one.  And you shall love the Lord your God with all of your heart, with all of your soul, and with all of your mind…”

“You shall have no other gods before Me”.

“You shall make no graven image…to bow down and worship it…”

“Make no mention of the names of other gods…”

“You shall make no covenant with them or their gods…”


The heroes of Israel were men who would not bow to images and risked their lives for the Faith.  Think of the men who went into the fiery furnace; the prophet who chose the lions’ den; the man who stood in the Hamaan’s company.  In years more recent, the Maccabees had stood up to the idolatry the Greeks and their Jewish puppets were trying foist on God’s People.  


There’s no doubt about it: God is against idolatry and every Jew knew it, including the ones listening to the Lord that very moment.    


On the other hand, the Jews were subject to the Roman Empire which levied taxes on them and used a lot of their money to support idolatry—including the wicked confession, “Caesar is Lord”.  


If the Lord said, Pay your taxes, many patriotic Jews would forsake Him as another conniver with the Romans—like the hated Publicans.  But, if He said, Don’t pay your taxes, He was a dead man, for the masters would not put up with that!  


So—which is it?  Do we give them our gold which they melt down and shape into idols?  Or do we declare war on the mightiest Empire in the history of the world? 

“To pay or not to pay—

that is the question”.

THE ANSWER


But the answer is not what they were looking for.  The Lord calls for a coin.  He asks whose Image is on it.  They say, “Caesar’s”.  He replies,

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

THE FIRST REACTION


The Lord’s answer is nothing short of genius!  Since the question was not meant to learn God’s will, but to trap God’s Son, the Lord gives them nothing to go on.  


If they ran to Pontius Pilate saying, “He wants us to render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s”, the governor would say, “Good Man!”  


If they told the religious Jews that He wanted them to Give God His due, they would say, “Amen”.   


Jesus Christ has “Answered the fools according to their folly”.  


The men who were so sure they had Him, had nothing.  Luke says, “They could not catch Him in His words”. 


The foxes had been outfoxed!  And, boy! They must have been mad!  I wouldn’t want to be their wives or kids or dogs that night when they got home!   

THE SECOND REACTION


 Not everyone, however, was so vexed by His answer.  In fact, the common people were “amazed” at it.  They may have been uneducated, but they weren’t stupid.  They knew what the lawyers were up to and must have laughed at the egg all over their faces!  

THE PORTRAIT


I told you a few minutes ago that today’s story does not answer all the questions about God and human government.  In fact, it hardly answers any of them!  When looking for answers, it leaves me terribly unsatisfied.  


But that’s all right.  For Luke’s aim in telling the story is not to tell us who to vote for, whether we can hold office, what a fair tax is or whether the death penalty is right or wrong.  We have to look other places in the Bible for wisdom on these things.  


No, what the story does is paint a portrait of our Lord Jesus Christ.  As He really is.  


It says, in the first place, that our Lord is not a political revolutionary.  


In the 19th Century, leading New Testament scholars said He was.  They said He wanted to set up God’s Kingdom on earth, and failing to do that, He died for the cause.  

Fifty years ago, their thinking trickled down to non-scholars.  In Latin America (and other places) the Lord was portrayed as a Liberator, freeing the poor and oppressed from their cruel masters.  

Had they meant this in a spiritual way, I would agree with them.  But they didn’t mean that!  They reduced the Lord of Glory into a of Fidel Castro or Che Guevarra.  


No!  He wasn’t that way at all!  Personally, the Lord did not advocate the overthrow of the Roman Empire or try to set up an earthly kingdom of His own.  


The men He inspired to write the New Testament, in fact, go the other way: Luke, in particular, puts Rome in a good light and shows the civil power as a protector of God’s People against religious fanatics.  Paul and Peter tell us to pay our taxes, to honor our rulers, and to obey the Law—unless it contradicts the Law of God, and then, not to overthrow the government, but to submit to suffering for Christ’s sake.  


When Pontius Pilate asked the Lord if He were a king, the Lord said He was, but not the kind Pilate had in mind:

“My kingdom is not of this world.  If My kingdom were of this world, My servants would fight, so that I should not be delivered to the Jews; but now, My kingdom is not from here”.  


Today’s story discards the false image: Christ is not a political revolutionary.  


In the second place, it says our Lord is totally devoted to God. 


We focus on the wrong end of His teaching: what Caesar has coming is not nearly as important as the loyalty we owe to God!  The Lord paid His taxes, obeyed the law, and spent some of His time serving the interests of the Empire.  In this sense, He was a good Roman!  Pilate and the others had no real complaint against Him.   


But His heart—His devotion—was to a cause higher than Rome’s!  And to a King greater than Caesar!  
“Lo I come!  In the volume of the Book it is written of Me.  I delight to do Your will, O God, yes, Your law is within My heart”.

“I do always those things which please Him”.

“My meat and My drink is to do the will of Him who sent Me”.

“Nevertheless, not My will, but Thine be done”. 

There’s nothing wrong with voting, of course, or of reading the newspaper or having opinions on public issues, but I’m always worried when Christians seem preoccupied with politics or social issues.  As though what the world most needs today is…more Republicans!  Or lower taxes.  Or more gun control (or less of it).  Or Affirmative Action.  Or the outlawing of abortion.  


Are these the things your Savior was most interested in?  I suppose you could make a Bible argument for or against some of these things, but are these the priorities of the Bible?   Are they the things that matter most to Christ?  


Our story says they weren’t.  Let Caesar have his coin, but give heart and soul to God!  


 Most of all, the story says our Lord is the King greater than Solomon.  


Solomon was the wisest king who ever lived—and, in this way, a type of the Messiah/King who was to come.  Remember the two women who came to Solomon, with two babies—one dead and the other alive.  Each claimed the living baby for herself and said the dead one belonged to the other.  


Solomon had no way of telling which baby belonged to which mother.  And so, he found out which mother belonged to which baby.  He ordered both babies cut in half and each lady given two pieces of dead baby!  The woman whose baby died in the night was all for it.  But the mother of the living baby would rather have her baby belong to someone else than to die.  When she said she’d take the dead baby, Solomon gave her the living one.  

“She is the mother.  Give her the living child”. 

Everyone who heard the story was blown away by Solomon’s wisdom.   But today’s story shows a wisdom even greater than his.  For this time, it wasn’t an unknown baby’s life that was at stake, but the Man who was presented with the riddle.  


Because He answered it so well, we know He’s the fulfillment of what Solomon was only the promise.  He is the Wisdom of God!  


A Wisdom you can trust.  And ought to.  Right now.  God give you the grace for Christ’s sake.  Amen.    

