
Mark 12:13-17 | 13Then they sent to Him some of the Pharisees and the Herodians, to catch Him 
in His words. 14When they had come, they said to Him, “Teacher, we know that You are true, and care 
about no one; for You do not regard the person of men, but teach the way of God in truth. Is it lawful to 
pay taxes to Caesar, or not? 15Shall we pay, or shall we not pay?” But He, knowing their hypocrisy, said to 
them, “Why do you test Me? Bring Me a denarius that I may see it.” 16So they brought it. And He said to 
them, “Whose image and inscription is this?” They said to Him, “Caesar’s.” 17And Jesus answered and 
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. 

When I was first asked to speak today, I had a pretty good idea of what topic I would share about, 
though I didn’t yet have a passage in mind that would bring it all together. And when Al asked me about 
it again last Sunday, he mentioned that it would be interesting to hear someone else’s take on his series 
through the gospels, and he’s currently in the middle of Mark 12. I looked at the next few section 
headers to see if I could incorporate my idea into those stories, but I didn’t think it would mesh very 
well. Then when I got home, I actually read the passage that I just read to you now, and I realized that I 
could never have found a more fitting passage to use. And I believe the Holy Spirit has everything to do 
with that. 

Jesus is here, having just been questioned by a group of people: the chief priests, the scribes, and the 
elders. When they couldn’t “catch Him in His words” in regard to Jesus’ authority, they called on the 
Pharisees and Herodians for help. Which is odd, considering the Pharisees were strictly anti-Herod. 

They came with a specific purpose: to “catch Him in His words.” Which meant that the first thing they 
needed to do was to coax Him into actually saying something. So their first words of address to Him are, 
“Teacher, we know that you are true.” They start by trying to flatter Him. “Teacher, we know that you 
are true, and care about no one; for you do not regard the person of men, but teach the way of God in 
truth.” What are they saying? In the past, Jesus never backed down from anyone when it came to the 
truth. He wasn’t preoccupied with protecting people’s feelings or being politically correct, when it came 
to the truth. Obviously it’s important to be considerate, and at times political, but it’s never more 
important than the truth. 

A glaring example of this involves those three young men, Daniel’s friends, who were taken captive to 
Babylon. They were told by a pagan king, Nebuchadnezzar, to bow down to and worship a giant golden 
idol, or else be cast into a burning fiery furnace. In their hearts, they essentially said, “You can make it as 
big and beautiful as you want. You can play the best music. You can even get the whole nation involved. 
It doesn’t make it any truer.” They wouldn’t back down from the truth. But what was their actual 
response? The first thing they said, in Daniel chapter 3, verse 16, is, “O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no 
need to answer you in this matter.” They said, “Our God Whom we serve is able to deliver us from the 
burning fiery furnace.” If they wanted to be snide, they would add something like, “What can your gods 
do?” In any case, they didn’t back down, because it was true, and especially because they knew that God 
stood with them. Martin Luther was tried by the Catholic authorities regarding some of his writings 
refuting some of the Catholic beliefs and using Scripture to back it up. When he was confronted with his 
works and asked if he would recant, he refused, and famously finished his response by saying, “Here I 
stand. I can do no other. May God help me. Amen.” He was only able to stand before them because God 
stood with Him. 

So when the Pharisees and Herodians say these things about Jesus, they’re right. But their intention is 
not to believe in Him, and stand with Him in the truth; it’s simply to prevent what happened last time. 
This time they want a direct answer to their question. “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not? Shall 



we pay, or shall we not pay?” See how cunning they are? First they flatter Him, almost accuse Him, with 
His honesty. And now they make sure to phrase the question in such a way that there are only two 
possible responses, and then they repeat it! You probably already know the reason why they ask the 
question this way. If He says, “Pay,” He’ll be in trouble with the Jews, and if He says, “Don’t pay,” He’ll 
be in trouble with the Romans. Either way, they’ll have a case against Him. 

This next part is interesting. “But He, knowing their hypocrisy, said to them, ‘Why do you test Me?’” The 
parallel passage in Matthew, chapter 20, says, “Why do you test Me, you hypocrites?” We have here an 
interaction between an honest Man and a hypocrite. Yet somehow, they both name each other 
correctly. They accuse Jesus of being true, and teaching God’s way in truth, while being hypocritical 
themselves. It’s ironic. That’s their job. They’re the ones who are supposed to teach the way of God in 
truth. Instead, they attribute to Jesus a quality that they’re supposed to have, with the intent of building 
a case against Him. I wonder: if they were faced with the same question, what would they say? Have 
they ever been accused of being true, or of teaching the way of God in truth? We know that’s not 
usually the case, based on Jesus’ many conversations with them and about them. 

I think this is a good place to pause and consider our own interactions, both with God and with people. 
What better example do we have than Jesus Himself, who was both God and man? When two 
individuals interact, one of three things can happen. If they’re both fake, they can probably get along 
peacefully for a time, or at least act like they are. All of these groups (the chief priests, the scribes, the 
elders, the Pharisees, and the Herodians) were all hypocrites. Yet they had no trouble banding together 
against Jesus, did they? What we have here is a situation where one side is true, and the other is fake. 
And there’s no peace between them. By the end of their encounter, Jesus is no worse, but the others 
are just more angry and frustrated than before. If both are true, they don’t just “get along”. They grow. 
They get closer. They learn. They get better. They get real encouragement. Real strength. Everyone who 
came to Jesus with honesty in their hearts left Him having been changed for the better. One man said, 
“Lord I believe! Help my unbelief!” His son was healed. One woman said, “Yes, Lord. But even the little 
dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.” Her daughter was healed. 

There’s a reason God wants us to be real with everyone, including Himself, and here’s a hint: it’s not just 
for His sake. It’s a blessing for us to be real in our relationship with God. There’s a passage in 1 
Chronicles 17 from verse 16 to the end. It’s right after Nathan has just told David that he won’t be 
building God a temple, but that he’d have a son who would. The passage begins by saying that David 
went in and sat before the Lord, and had a conversation with Him. When I read this, recently, I was 
intrigued. He sat before the Lord. Usually when people are before the Lord in the Bible we find them 
standing in awe, or bowing in humility, or prostrate on the floor in absolute reverence. But here David is 
sitting. What kind of person do you sit with? Your King? Your Lord and Master? The almighty God of the 
universe? No. You sit with your friends. Your peers. David was comfortable with God because he had the 
right perception of Him, and that’s why he could sit before Him and talk to Him. 

The good news is that God is always real with us. Exodus 24 tells us about some people named Moses, 
Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, and seventy elders of Israel being called to the mountain by God. So they went up 
some way, they saw God, and they ate and drank. How can that be? They saw wondrous things there. A 
paved work of sapphire as clear as the heavens. But verse 11 says, “So they saw God, and they ate and 
drank.” How can someone just eat and drink while seeing God? Isn’t He just too glorious? I believe God 
revealed Himself in this instance in a way that they were comfortable with. A way that allowed them to 
simply eat and drink, and enjoy His presence. He wants us to enjoy His presence. He will reveal Himself 
in whatever way we need Him to. 



But He’s always true. Look through the things God says in His word. And look at all the words of Christ. 
Count how many times he says something like “usually”. “Generally”. “What I’m about to say applies in 
most cases.” That’s not how He talks, is it? He says things like, “For God so loved the world” No 
exceptions. “Whoever believes in Him.” “I am with you always.” That’s every single moment, without 
exception. He speaks the absolute truth. We don’t talk like that because we can’t. We’re not supposed 
to. We’re called to let our yes be yes, and our no be no. That’s why we say things like “I’ll try my best.” 
That’s fine, as long as we actually intend to try our best. God never says, “I’ll try my best.” If God ever 
said He’ll try His best to do something, it would be done before the words leave His mouth. How about 
“God willing”? Who’s the only person who can’t say “God willing”? God Himself. It’s His own will. It’s up 
to Him. We’ve all been burned by people who’ve said things like this disingenuously. We’ve all had 
painful experiences with promises like these. We never need to fear these things from God. He is 
absolutely true, always. And He wants to impart His truth to us, but it can only be effective if we are true 
with Him. 

That’s why He asks them, “Why do you test me?” And He doesn’t even wait for answer. It’s purely an 
introspective question. So He then asks for a denarius, and they bring Him one. Then He asks whose 
image and inscription is on the coin. And they tell Him they’re Caesar’s. So He tells them the last thing 
they want to hear, which is the truth. They gave Him two options. “Shall we pay, or shall we not pay?” 
Which is it? His answer? Yes. “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s,” (so yes, pay whatever the 
right portion is to Caesar), “and to God the things that are God’s,” (so don’t pay Caesar from the portion 
that belongs to God). He’s absolutely ruined their plot. They can’t get Him in trouble with the Romans, 
because He said, “Render to Caesar.” And they can’t get Him in trouble with the Jews, because He said, 
“Render to God.” All they can do is marvel at Him.  

How did Jesus come up with this response? Was He just being a really good politician? Was He just 
trying to spin His way out of a difficult situation? Did He say this with the intention of not offending 
either side? Not at all, since He started with, “Why do you test me, you hypocrites?” All He did was just 
speak the truth. When we’re confronted with difficult questions, the truth will do. You know what the 
truth is sometimes? Neither do I. Sometimes the truth is that we just don’t know. And when that’s the 
truth, that’s what we’re called to say, to other people and to God. It’s okay. God gives wisdom freely to 
everyone who asks. 

Jesus said, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s.” We often associate this with taxes and other 
dealings with the government, and of course that’s all true. We are to be honest and forthcoming in 
those areas. But can we also go deeper than that? Jesus is saying this to groups of Jewish leaders who 
are not being true with Him; they’re not being true with God; they’re not being true with their followers; 
they’re not being true with each other; and they’re certainly not being true with Caesar. Jesus’ response 
could apply to all of them. If they’re being called to give Caesar what’s his, and give God what’s His, why 
shouldn’t they be called to give their followers what God has given them? To give each other what 
belongs to each other? These are their own people! Jesus says that even this pagan tyrant should be 
given what’s his. If we’re supposed to obey that, then who shouldn’t get what’s theirs? It applies all the 
way down. 

Now what are these “things that are God’s” that Jesus is talking about? To answer that question, let’s 
see what He said about “the things that are Caesar’s”. How did Jesus define “the things that are 
Caesar’s”? What two things did He mention that distinguish them? His image and his inscription. So if 
“the things that are Caesar’s” are the things that bear Caesar’s image and Caesar’s inscription, then “the 
things that are God’s” are the things that bear God’s image and God’s inscription. What do we know 



about God’s image? Who bears that? Everyone. What about His inscription? Is that automatic? What is 
God’s inscription? It’s His word. 

There’s a scene in the middle of Pirates of the Caribbean 4 where Captain Barbosa and his crew are 
working for the king of England, and they’re sailing to dangerous destination. Most of the crew 
members are pretty scared of what lies ahead. Then Barbosa gives a speech to rile them up and give 
them courage. They’re going to a place called White Cap Bay. He says, “Every worthless seaman fears 
the name, and rightly so.” But the crux of the speech is one of his later statements. He says, “Are we not 
king’s men?” And the crew says, “Aye.” “On the king’s mission?” And the crew responds louder, “Aye!” 
What’s he doing? He’s drawing a distinction between the worthless sailor (who fears their destination), 
and the king’s man. So after some more words, he asks them again near the end of the speech, “Are we 
not king’s men?” And now the crew is shouting back, “AYE!” And they’re ready to go. Now their king was 
sitting in a palace in England while they were in the middle of the ocean. He couldn’t really do much for 
them at this time. The association alone was enough to encourage them and to overcome their fear. 

What about our King? He’s everywhere. Always. We don’t just have an association. We have a direct, 
intimate relationship with our King. Or at least we should. We have an almighty Creator Who owns 
everything and is on our side. Shouldn’t that make a difference? And in case we ever think we’re 
something, let me be clear. We aren’t chosen because we’re different. We are called to be different 
because we’re chosen. It wasn’t anything in us that made the King choose us. But now that He has, and 
now that we have access to Him and all that is His, shouldn’t we be different from someone who 
doesn’t? 

If that coin had Caesar’s image, but it didn’t have his inscription, would it be valid? If a quarter had 
George Washington’s head on it, but it was missing a phrase (“In God we trust”, or “E pluribus unum”), 
would it be useful for anything? No. It would be worthless. It couldn’t be spent or traded for anything. 
And that would be a shame, because it would still look good. Someone passing by on the street might 
think it’s a good coin. But when they get closer to pick it up, they realize that all it has is an image with 
no inscription, and they throw it away. We need to be coins bearing God’s inscription as well as His 
image. It’s what makes us useful. It’s what separates us from counterfeits. 

Are we not King’s men and women? On the King’s mission? Then let’s be valid coins. Let’s bear His word, 
and not just His image. Let’s be true to ourselves, true to each other, and true to God, because He is 
always true. 


