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December 7, 2014 LIVING IN TWO KINGDOMS

MARK 12.13-17
The Pharisees and the Herodians, at the behest of the chief priests, scribes, and elders, seek to make Jesus an enemy
of Rome or the Jews by asking him a question about being taxes. Jesus once again turns the tables on them so that
they are the ones who are shown to be the enemies of God.

Scene: still in the Temple. Chief priests, scribes, and elders are still behind what is going on. “They” sent some of the
Pharisees and Herodians (cf. 11.27).

Pharisees & Herodians opposed Jesus in 3.6 (Sabbath healing). 

Who are these two groups? “Grass roots” movements. They provide something of an unofficial “moral” leadership of
Israel. As groups not an official part of the government.

They were both activists in the land that help shape the opinion and create movement among the people. Both
interested in kingdom but with disparate views.

Pharisees - arose in the intertestamental period and were concerned about the Greek culture that was overtaking the
Jews; Jews were losing their distinctiveness.

Herodians - supported the reign of the family of Herods in Judea. Judea turned into a full Roman province in AD 6
and had a Roman governor/prefect (of which Pontius Pilate was one).

Strange “bed fellows.” Herods were of the line of Esau, Jacob/Israel’s brother over whom they were to rule.
Pharisees concerned about purity. 

“in order that they may trap him in word.” “trap” or “catch” is used to speak about catching an animal.

Engage in flattery with Jesus: “Teacher, we know that you are true, and you are not concerned about anyone. For you
do not see into the faces of men, but you teach the way of God in truth.”

Flattery helps build the confidence into arrogance to make bold, brash statements or take crazy actions. Cf. Pr 29.5

Flattery generally contains truth. What they say is truer than they even believe.

Jesus is true. He is faithful, complete in his integrity. He doesn’t make judgments based upon fear or favor of man.
They even pick up on one of Mark’s themes and say that Jesus teaches the way of God in truth. 

“Is it permissible/lawful to pay taxes to Caesar or not? Should we give them or should we not give them?”

Nature of the trap - either/or question & answer that leads him 1) to looking like a revolutionary rebel against Rome
or 2) a Roman sympathizer who will then be hated by the people.

Recent history - when Judea became a Roman province in AD 6, Rome instituted a head tax on top of all the other
taxes. Judas the Galilean led a revolt that was crushed by Rome (cf. Ac 5.37). Wounds still fresh.

Is a trap question, but it is a good question: How does the kingdom of God relate to the kingdoms of this world?
Does it secede to a specific geographical location, or does it operate within the kingdoms of the world?

Hypocrisy - The Pharisees and Herodians were hiding behind the flattery they had spoken earlier. They didn’t want a
genuine answer to the question. They only want to use the question to kill Jesus. 

Hypocrisy doesn’t always take being divine to discern. Sometimes it is more evident than you think.

“Why do you test me?” He wants them to know that he knows what is going on. He has seen through this. 
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Jesus was tested by satan in the wilderness. The Pharisees and Herodians have taken up the vocation of satan here.
They are satans trying to condemn him.

Jesus asks them to bring him a denarius. A denarius was a small silver coin issued by the Roman government. Jesus
wants to be able to “see” it; that is, to make a judgment about it after looking at it. 

Why does he ask them to bring him one? Jesus himself doesn’t have one. He is not the one doing commerce with
Caesar, particularly in the Temple. (Jesus probably did use the currency elsewhere.)

The Temple had its own money. All other currency would have to be exchanged for the Temple shekel to do
business in the Temple. 

Coins/Currency not only a means of exchange but also a means of propaganda for the kingdom. On the coin would
have been  “Tiberius Caesar, August Son of the Divine Augustus”. “The reverse had a female figure seated on a
throne, wearing a crown and holding an inverted spear in her right hand and a palm or olive branch in her left. The
superscription read: ‘Pontif[ex] Maxim[us]’ (‘High Priest’). The woman was either a priestess or Livia, the wife of
Augustus and mother of Tiberias, and the coin proclaimed the pax Romana that had put all the world in subjection. It
was, in effect, a portable idol promulgating pagan theology.” (Garland, 462)

We know from John’s account of the events surrounding the crucifixion that they proclaimed that they had no king
but Caesar (Jn 19.15). 

“Whose image and inscription is this?” “Caesar’s.” Why would Jesus ask the question like he did? Because that
which bears the image of a person belongs to the person (at least in some sense). 

This is evident in Jesus’ answer: “Give back to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and the things of God to God.” 

In this answer Jesus doesn’t deny the fact that there are things that legitimately belong to Caesar. What are the things
that are Caesar’s? Obviously the money that bears his image.

Appropriate obedience, taxes, and honor. Cf. Rom 13.1-7

There are some things under God that rightfully belong to Caesar. Caesar gets whatever his delegated authority
demands. But what Caesar receives from us is given to him because of a higher authority than Caesar’s.

Jesus says that we are to render to God the things that are God’s. Jesus is not creating some sacred-secular split.
Everything belongs to God, even Caesar, and the way we relate to Caesar is determined by God himself.

Jesus’ answer is not a call to withdraw from the world’s kingdoms, but to leaven the kingdoms of the world so that
the come more and more to look like what they ought to be: the kingdom of God.

What bears God’s image and inscription? Everything, and especially man himself. All that you are in every
dimension of your life belongs to God. There is not one atom of your person that doesn’t belong to him.

So, what does it mean to give back to God the things that are God’s? The fruit spoken of in the previous parable.

We own him absolute covenant loyalty.

We also owe him a “return” on what he has invested in us. Sacrifice of praise (Heb 13.15), tithe, gifts (Rom 12)

We live in a present tension between what is and what ought to be; what is and what will be. In this tension between
the way the Caesars of the world rule and the way Christ rules and would have them rule, we can become impatient.

The tension to see things the way they “ought to be” (and sometimes we even that messed up in our thinking like the
Jews did) and what is, becomes too much. We want to become revolutionaries or recluses; we want to clean house or
leave it altogether. We are to live by faith in this tension.


