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Mark 12:13-17 The dual citizenship of a Follower of Christ

Remember last week, we were introduced to the Sanhedrin who confronted Jesus in the
temple and were looking for a way to trap him and discredit him in his words. Now, for
most of the rest of chapter 12, through verse 34, Jesus will be tested by all three of the
groups that made up the Sanhedrin - this ruling party that governed Jewish religious
and much of their civic life. Today’s passage in Mark 12:13-17 is the first of these tests
from the group known as the Pharisees. Beginning with this story, each of the three
groups, Pharisees, Sadducees and Scribes question Jesus to test Him. The Pharisees
will bring the question of taxation, the Sadducees, the question of the resurrection and
the Scribes, the question of Scriptural interpretation. We will not get to the last one until
after the New Year. In each event of questioning, Jesus demonstrates his authority,
which we saw last week was established at his baptism by John and has characterized
his entire ministry. And remember, the context in which these groups are now seeking to
question him. Mark 12:12 leads into these confrontations by telling us, > And they were
seeking to arrest him but feared the people, for they perceived that he had told the
parable against them. So they left him and went away. They are looking for a reason to
arrest Jesus to undermine his influence in society. And it is towards that purpose, we
see these three confrontations happen. Lets begin by reading our passage for today,
Mark 12:13-17 and see this first confrontation with the Pharisees. '° And they sent to
him some of the Pharisees and some of the Herodians, to trap him in his talk. '* And they
came and said to him, “Teacher, we know that you are true and do not care about
anyone's opinion. For you are not swayed by appearances,™ but truly teach the way of
God. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not? Should we pay them, or should we

not?” "*But, knowing their hypocrisy, he said to them, “Why put me to the test? Bring
me a denarius® and let me look at it.” '® And they brought one. And he said to

them, “Whose likeness and inscription is this?” They said to him, “Caesar's.” " Jesus said
to them, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are
God's.” And they marveled at him.

Last week of course, we saw Jesus confronted by the Sanhedrin. They were confronting
him on the theological question of where his authority to do things only someone with
the authority of God himself could do, came from. Jesus’s answer outsmarted their
request and pointed out their deceit. If the theological question would not discredit
Jesus and let them have reason to arrest him, perhaps a different approach was in
order. The approach these Pharisees took this time would be to find something that
would discredit him to the Roman government and find a civil government reason to
arrest and punish him. So, it makes sense that the Pharisees would be joined in this
confrontation by the Herodians. The Herodians were primarily a political party whose
members were aligned with the Roman ruler Herod. This alignment to Rome would of
course put them at odds with the Pharisees who were against Roman rule, but it is clear
that hatred of Jesus outweighed their differences with the Religious Pharisees. As
before this is not a sincere question. Verse 13 is clear, their intent is to “trap him” by his
words. They want him to say something that would incriminate himself as an insurgent
against the government. If they would have had recording devices at that time, they
would have definitely had them turned on and ready to record every word he said so
they could turn it in to government officials if they caught him saying anything illegal.

Of course, if Jesus had answered them in a way that seemed in any way to undermine
the Roman government, there would have been an immediate opening to arrest him. But
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there was also another dilemma in this question. By answering with a direct response of
yes, you should pay taxes to Rome, would have discredited him in the eyes of the people
of Israel. So, either answer would get the Pharisees and by extension the Sanhedrin a
desirable outcome. So, they wanted to try to get him to let his guard down. They
approach him with flattery in verse 14, , “Teacher, we know that you are true and do not
care about anyone's opinion. For you are not swayed by appearances,” but truly

teach the way of God. The funny thing is that they are exactly right, even though they
don’t believe it themselves. And, since those words about Jesus are actually true, as a
man who was not “swayed by appearances” he was not fooled by their flattery as we
see in verse 15. '°But, knowing their hypocrisy, he said to them, “Why put me to the
test?... As 1Samuel 16:7 reminds us, “:--the Lord sees not as man sees: man looks on
the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.” The Son of God is not fooled
by the flattery of insincerity. He knows the true intent in their hearts and he answers
them in such a way that no one could accuse him of any wrongdoing, and at the same
time teaches us a lesson about Christian discipleship in the context of national identity.
Look again at his answer starting in verse 15. Bring me a denarius™ and let me look at
it.” Jesus is specific about a denarius, because the tax they were discussing was a poll
tax or a tax placed on everyone in the Roman world, every single year. This universal tax
was first put in place in 6AD and was hated by many. The cost of the tax was one
denarius per person, and the denarius was basically one day’s wage in the area of Israel
and Palestine at that time. So, in addition to whatever other taxes you may owe
throughout the year, everyone in the Roman empire essentially worked one day out of
the year for the emperor. But there was a unique feature about this denarius that Jesus
points out to make a powerful point. Verse 16 says, '° And they brought one [the
denarius]. And he said to them, “Whose likeness and inscription is this?” They said to
him, “Caesar's.” The denarius was a silver coin that at that time had the image of
Tiberius Caesar on one side, the current emperor, with the words, “Tiberius Caesar Divi
Augusti Filius Augustus” (Tiberius Caesar Augustus, Son of the Divine Augustus). The
reverse side of the coin had an image of Tiberius’s mother, Livia and the inscription,
“Pontifex Maximus,” meaning “high priest”. Then Jesus uses this fact to hit them square
in the face with his point in verse 17. " Jesus said to them, “Render to Caesar the things
that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's.” If Caesar wants to claim this
coin, give it to him. It has his picture on it. But, you insincere religious leaders who lead
people away from the true God, you offer to God what is truly his. Remember, he has
called out already the false worship of the temple. He has repeatedly pointed out the
hypocrisy of the worship and legalistic pride that the Pharisees show in their practice of
keeping the Old Testament law. It’s no wonder that we are told at the end of verse 17,
And they marveled at him. What else could they do? Jesus had once again turned their
obvious attempt at getting him into trouble into a rebuke for them and a point of
teaching for any listening. And he had done without giving a direct answer that would
have angered many on all sides.

But this is not just a great story of Jesus’s brilliant ways of using words and examples to
make the religious leaders look foolish. Jesus is teaching us in this passage truth that
applies at all times for those who are called the people of God. So, within this passage
lies timeless truth that applies to the church today. Now, of course we don’t live in the
Roman empire and we don’t carry denareii in our pockets as money. But we are citizens
of some country and unless you are visiting Japan on a tourist visa, at the present we
are all in here residents of the country of Japan. So, could Jesus have something to say
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in his short comment here on taxes? Of course he does. The easiest point to see is that
Jesus is clearly saying the government has the right to collect taxes. But what he is
saying goes beyond this. He is saying that for the people of God living under that
government, we do not have the right to refuse to pay those taxes. You may say, “but
Ben, what about all the ungodly things my tax money goes for?” | don’t think the Roman
government with its ongoing wars to expand the empire, its forced labor to build roads
and aquaducts and buildings was exactly spending tax money on morally good things
even at that time. And even when that denarius went to support war and slavery, Jesus
says, Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's. But there is an even greater
application of this truth here. There were groups of Jews and other nationalities in every
land that Rome occupied who wanted nothing more than to throw off Roman authority
by a rebellion against the Roman government. In Israel that group was the Zealots, and
one of Jesus’s own disciples was described as formerly being a part of that group,
Simon the Zealot. Jesus is saying by this statement that his followers cannot be a part
of rebellious uprisings against the government. The apostle Paul under the inspiration of
the Holy Spirit devotes much more to this idea in Romans 13. There God says through
Paul in Romans 13:1-2, 13 Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, for
there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist
have been established by God. ? Consequently, whoever rebels against the authority is
rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on
themselves.

But there is a second part to Jesus’s statement that qualifies the role of any
government in this world and defines for us our priorities in our roles as citizens and
residents of governments here on this earth. Jesus says, Render to Caesar the things
that are Caesar's, AND to God the things that are God's. By putting these two ideas
together, Jesus is showing that there is a relationship between the two. For Caesar,
knowing that there is a God means that earthly powers are limited in some way, because
no matter how big and how powerful, no power on earth can reach the extent of God’s
power. In fact, going back to Romans 13, all the powers or governments on earth have
their origins in God himself. Even the worst rulers we can think of did not exist outside
of being established by an omnipotent Sovereign God. So how can we as Christians view
the government even if it persecutes us? We can view it as established by God and
being used by God for some purpose to advance his kingdom and his glory in this world.
We mentioned the role Emperor Constantine played in ending persecution in the Roman
Empire a few weeks ago. Let me ask you, was God more glorified by the church that
grew numerically, but more importantly grew in a healthy and Biblically pure way under
Roman persecution, or by the church that came to be in control over all Europe, but now
included those who were not really followers of Christ because it was now the
established religion? | believe it was the persecuted church that brought glory to God as
Christians showed what it meant to follow Jesus to their deaths in Roman coliseums.
Today, will the lukewarm Christianity of much of the church in Japan or America give
more glory to God? Or will it be the church that faces official sanction from a
government like China or North Korea or Bangladesh or Iran? To our shame, it is many
times the church in difficult places that shines the brightest light into the darkness of
the world around them. Our primary goal should be to use the time of freedom we have
been given to advance God’s glory as much as possible through the proclamation of the
gospel while we have the freedom to do so. And a secondary goal should be to
determine now that should the day come when that freedom is gone, we will determine



to continue to give to God the things that are God’s, even when Caesar says our
worship is illegal.

Justin was a second century Christian Philosopher who wrote a “First Apology” to the
Roman Emperor to try to persuade him to stop the persecution of Christians. He pointed
out using this passage in Mark that following Christ meant that Christians made the best
type of citizens in the empire as they reserved worship for God, but lived in obedience to
the Caesar. He wrote: And everywhere we, more readily than all men, endeavour to pay
to those appointed by you the taxes both ordinary and extraordinary, as we have been
taught by Him; for at that time some came to Him and asked Him, if one ought to pay
tribute to Caesar; and He answered, “Tell Me, whose image does the coin bear?” And
they said, “Caesar’s.” And again He answered them, “Render therefore to Caesar the
things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God'’s.” Whence to God alone
we render worship, but in other things we gladly serve you, acknowledging you as kings
and rulers of men, and praying that with your kingly power you be found to possess also
sound judgment. But there is a reason that we remember Justin the apologist today as
Justin Martyr. He stood up for the religious freedom to worship, and he did it at the risk
of his life, as he was executed for following Jesus sometime between 162 and 168AD.
As Christians we are citizens of two worlds, and we are supportive citizens of the state
as far as we can go, until we are told how and who we should worship, and then the
state has usurped the authority of God and cannot be obeyed.

You see the state prints the image of a man on a coin, but God has planted his image on
the hearts of mankind. That denarius may have had the image of Caesar, so when the
state says to pay taxes, they have the right and we have the obligation to do so. But
when that same state says to humans you must or must not worship in a certain way,
there is a different image stamped on us and in our hearts as created beings. Genesis
1:27 tells us, So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him;
male and female he created them. The state can demand our money, but God demands
our lives. God demands our worship that glorifies him as the creator. To Give to God that
which is God’s means that we worship and serve him above all. Are you a worshipper of
God? Have you accepted Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, because that is the only
way to enter and worship into the presence of God the Father? As a worshipper of God,
are you using the freedom God has blessed you with in this country to show to the
world whose image you bear? Or are you hiding it in fear of what someone may think of
you or the friendships you may lose? There is a church around the world that goes out
to share the gospel everyday in societies where sharing Christ is restricted, and yet they
continue to go and the church continues to grow. Will we join them in going out to
proclaim the gospel as citizens of two kingdoms, submitting to the lesser kingdom here
on earth, while obeying the King of Kings and Lord of Lords whose image we bear? Let’s

pray



