Text: Luke 20:20-26

Title: A Twofold Duty

Truth: The Christian has a divine obligation to serve God and government, each
in their respective realm.

Date/Location: Sunday March 9, 2025 at FBC

Introduction

The religious and political establishment are taking their last shots at Jesus
before the events of passion week unfold.

I. A Dishonest Question

A. The Pharisees and Herodians! sent representatives to question Jesus.
That would not be a nice errand to be assigned! But Luke calls them spies
who pretended to be sincere. They were self-righteous, and they were
sinning badly, but they were hiding their true motivations. Nothing there
is commendable.

B. The Pharisees asked a “test” question. | do not mean a question on an
exam at school! | mean that the Pharisees were asking a question that
was a test; it was not an honest question. They were trying to trip up
Jesus so that they could deliver Him to the governor by accusing him of
rabble-rousing, law-breaking, etc. They planned to “seize on His words.”
Very friendly and loving, like a neighbor should be, eh (Lev. 19:18)?

| urge you: do not ask God dishonest questions, nor his servants.

C. If they could get Him to say that it was not lawful to pay taxes (according
to the Law of Moses), then they could charge him with sedition against
the government, perhaps by twisting the word “lawful” in one context to
refer to the Law of Moses, and in the other context to refer to the Law of
the Romans. If he said it was lawful, they could charge him with being
idolatrous or anti-Israel. They try to put him on the horns of a dilemma
again, but they commit the fallacy of a false dilemma. There are not only
two mutually exclusive options.

D. | call this the “butter him up”? verse. They did not really believe Jesus to
teach rightly and not to show favoritism, but they were accidentally
speaking correctly about Him. They spoke the truth from hypocritical
motivation. The fact is that Jesus does not show partiality toward man or

1 The Herodians were a political party that supported the Herod line of kings. They were
also favorable to Rome, allies of the Pharisees, and hated Jesus.
2 To butter someone up means to praise them to gain their help or support, or to catch
them off guard in what you say next.
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woman, black or white, rich or poor, or any other categories you can
imagine. And what He teaches is right.

He would know—He is the only man to live who had lived before in
Heaven. Not for 45 minutes or 15 minutes of a near-death experience,
but for eternity past. He is a total subject expert on life after death, life in
Heaven, what God requires of a person, how to be saved, etc. He teaches
right. He teaches the way of God. Yes, He is a good teacher, and anyone
who says so ought to believe what He says. But He is so much more than
a good teacher!

E. The question itself: Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar?

F. Of course it is lawful under Roman law to pay taxes; it was required as a
subject of that government, and it is required by God! This topic was not
mentioned in the law of Moses directly because there was no Roman
government or other government authority over the nation of Israel.
Later when Israel was under the oppression of the Midianites or
Babylonians or Egyptians, they would have to pay tax (tribute). And now
that the theocracy was disbanded, they had to pay taxes to whoever the
occupying power was at the time. They were in a different world, a world
run by Gentiles. Their nation was under the power of others and so their
law was irrelevant. This is just the objective fact. And why was this?
Because Israel had been rebellious, and God had been faithful to His
promises to punish them if they did so. They were in the fix of paying
taxes to Rome because of their own failings.

We too can get into a “situation” because of our sin and must fix it at
great cost.

1. A Brilliant Answer

A. You have to wake up pretty early in the morning to fool Jesus! He knew
what they were about and openly asked them. So, he asked them to
show him a denarius coin.

The coin had the image of the Caesar on it. We would consider this an
obvious acknowledgement of who was in power, or an honorific
engraving. The Jews could have considered a violation of the
commandment against graven images, which would be a problem if it
were a graven image of God. But it was only a graven image of a man—a
man who perhaps thought of himself as a god, but he was not the one
true and living God. If they viewed this as worship or idolatry, they were
wrong. It was just a coin, an agreed-upon store of value, representing the
value of labor or goods. If they thought of it as wrong to pay tax because
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of this, they were straining out a gnat and swallowing the camel of their
own murderous behavior toward Jesus.

B. The Lord returned the question: whose image? They answered easily. He
concluded with the principle that if something belonged to Caesar, give it
to him; and if something belongs to God, give it to Him.

Interestingly, a piece of money could go in several directions, one of
which was taxes and one of which was the temple. But the Lord is
speaking more generally. If your time, resources, money, talent,
obedience, respect etc. is called upon by the secular state, give it. Where
called upon by God, give it there.

D. The question-askers could not trip up Jesus. They even marveled at his
clever (and true) answer, and they were silenced. What an
embarrassment to them.

lll. A Twofold Duty

A. Our Lord’s answer to the tax question encourages us to think about our
own duties in response to his command. These duties exist in two
realms, that of secular government and that of the Lord. Some people
refer to this as “God and government.” It is faith on one hand and the
civil society on the other. It is church and state, or “separation of church
and state.” The Lord does not explain if there is a sharp line of division
between the two realms or just exactly what their relationship is. But He
clearly distinguishes the two and there can be no argument about that.

B. This is a bit of a surprise because God the Son is allowing for Roman
power over the Jewish nation. Originally the nation was a theocracy
where there was no separation of religion from the state. The two were
united in one wholistic government. The remainder of the world was
under the sway of secular or other-religion governments. Long ago the
Jewish nation had abandoned God, and God had abandoned her to be
under the power of others during the times of the Gentiles.

C. To put it in modern vernacular, the Lord Jesus is telling us that we must
give to Uncle Sam what is Uncle Sam’s. That goes whether you say “Not
my president” or not, which some people are doing now or and others
were doing a few months ago. It is high time for us to focus on living for
Christ, speaking His gospel, and stop trying to solve all the world’s
problems when we have enough trouble managing our own!

D. Jesus is also telling us that we must render to God what belongs to God.
To render means to meet a contractual or other obligation. Plainly: we



need to obey God. | need to obey God. You need to obey God. We need
to unconditionally surrender to Him. As the highest authority, God gets
the highest obedience and reverence. And since He requires us to obey
the governmental authority, our obedience to it is one form of obedience
to Him.

We do not like to be told to obey. We do not like it sometimes when we
hear other people being told to obey (that is too harsh, that is too direct,
that is too mean, that is for small children). But Jesus tells us here we are
under obligation, command, orders, whatever you want to call it. God is
God and you are His servant. You need to obey what He says. And if you
do not, and if | do not, we need to be convicted about that and repent.

E. Common errors in religion and politics.

1. It is an error to say that religion, God, or moral truth needs to stay out
of government. Our national history is full of counterexamples, with
religious subscription required in the early states, prayer in Congress,
God mentioned by most presidents, etc. Regardless of those historical
facts, Paul preached to world leaders; Joseph brought God into the
conversation with Pharaoh, Daniel did with Nebuchadnezzar. 1 Peter
2:14 clearly says that governors are to praise those who do well and
punish those who do evil. Who defines what evil really is but God?
Without the clear moral direction of God, government will go astray.
Read Prov. 29:2 to read what God thinks of righteous and wicked
rulers.

2. Itis an error to say you cannot legislate morality. Of course you can—
that is what legislation is. We legislate “thou shalt not steal” in all
kinds of ways with the complex financial situations we have created
for ourselves. We legislate “thou shalt not kill” and should do so
aggressively to save lives from conception to natural death.

3. Itis an error to say no political issues can be spoken about in the
church.2 I can legitimately, without sin, and honoring God, speak
about a lot of issues that touch politics. The Christian faith touches a
lot of politically related subjects. The Scriptures, although not an
exhaustive storehouse of every true statement or fact, do give us the
infallible guide to evaluate whether something is true or not,
righteous or not, moral or not. We can speak about poor stewardship

3] am not talking about “church politics.” Wherever you have sinners together, you have
politics of some sort. Spirit-filled believers should eliminate political activity in the
church and focus on serving God together.
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in the waste of goods and corruption and bribery; we can speak about
war and peace; we can speak about immorality in politicians; we can
speak about how abortion should be stopped; we can speak against
mutilation of the body, or euthanasia. We can speak for upholding the
law when the Scripture specifically speaks to the fact that in the last
days people will become increasingly lawless (Matt. 24:12). We can
preach about all these things to a judicious extent.

4. Just as it is an error to say we cannot speak about political things, it is
an error to focus on those issues. We cannot focus on these issues in
the church or in our private life, and at the same time lose the center
of our message of the grace of God in Christ.

5. It is an error for theonomists to attempt to implement the Old
Testament Law into modern governance, or to say that the church is
God'’s kingdom and should be united to the government. They
advocate for divine law to govern the society. In an ideal world this
could be. (A theocracy? The future kingdom!) But our world is far
from ideal, and those who have the power do not have a moral nature
that matches the power that they wield. Besides, God made the Law
of Moses specifically for the Jewish people situated in the ancient
near east. How today would all the men of the entire globe go to
sacrifice in Jerusalem three times a year to offer sacrifices, or even to
celebrate the festivals without sacrifice? What “law” would reign? The
Law of Moses has been set aside or modified by the New Testament,
so who decides what is the law and what punishments and mercies
are extended by the divine government ruled by sinful men?

Our sword is the Word of God. Our rule is to love God and our
neighbor, to do good to all, especially those of our faith household.

6. It is an error to think that you need not obey the government. You do
(Romans 13:1-7. 1 Peter 2:13-16). | am interested in this point
because if it were well understood by secular people and rulers, it
would help them understand that Christians make the best citizens.
They are law-abiding, in addition to being hard working, etc. They are
no threat unless you are purposefully anti-religion or anti-God.

7. Itis an error to think that you must obey the government regardless of
it commanding you to disobey God. Acts 5:29 shows us that God is a
higher authority than the government. By saying “render to Caesar
and to God...,” Jesus does not make the two equal. He is simply saying
there are (at least) two realms of authority.



You may protest, “But isn’t there a time when | should disobey the
government?” We have answered that question already, but | want to
ask you to reflect upon why and how you are asking that question.
Are you really asking it honestly or are you asking it dishonestly like
the Pharisees were asking? You know the answer already. Are you
asking it with some self-justification because you have some things
you are doing over which you are unrepentant? Maybe “massaging
the numbers on the taxes because they are doing so much bad stuff
with my money”? Or, “not following the traffic laws because | am
busy and have a lot to do”?

Conclusion

It is easy to focus on the bad stuff in the government, but it is far more
important for you to focus on what you are doing that is bad and repent
of it before the Lord. It is far more important to get your church life right
than your political life. Our business is changed hearts, not changed
votes. Jesus calls for submission to God and government. Get with it and
forget criticizing everyone else!
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