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They were a sneaky lot those Pharisees, and in this particular story they 

are seeking to trap Jesus. They were in fact seeking to regain the initiative. 

Remember, Jesus has recently rubbed these guys up the wrong way. See 

21: 31b & 43-46. He could not have insulted them more if he tried!  

So who were the Pharisees? They were a movement of several thousand 

pious Jewish men who sought to interpret the law carefully and according 

to past traditions, traditions now being challenged by Jesus. They had no 

political power, but were highly respected and had influence in the 

population. I wonder if they were the whipping boys of the New 

Testament. After all, not Pharisee were bad? Nicodemus, in John chapter 3 

was a Pharisee.  Some commentators have even suggested that they got 

an undeserved bad press?  

They were in cahoots with some of the officials of Herod Antipas, who had 

travelled from Galilee to Jerusalem for the Passover. Herod was king in 

name only, the governor was Pilate and he held the real power e.g. to 

execute. This was significant in the death of Jesus. They were seeking the 

restoration of the Herodian rule, and any messianic figures that might 

cause the Romans to tighten their grip had to be dealt with. This was a 

strange coalition, working together here in this extraordinary 

circumstance, because their common interest was to get rid of Jesus. 

So they came with a difficult question. In ancient times, to answer a 

protagonist’s difficult question successfully, was a sign of great wisdom, 

and your reputation as a teacher was enhanced. 

First of all they “buttered him up a bit”. It was all a bit smarmy.  They 

recognised Jesus as a teacher / rabbi, a position that had status. ‘You tell 

the truth about God...’ Then came the barbed bit, ‘without worrying about 

what people think, because YOU pay no attention to mans (their) status.’ 

 

Then came the trap.  See v17. Jesus only answer seemed to be ‘yes’ or ‘no’, 

but, if he says no to paying the tax, (and the Pharisees would agree with 

him on this), this could be interpreted as revolution. There had been a tax 

revolt two decades earlier. Saying no would probably mean being arrested 

by the Herod group and brought before the Romans.  If he says yes (a 

response welcomed by the Herodians who were charged with collecting 

the taxes for the Romans), that would be seen as  accommodation with the 

Romans, which they assumed Jesus was opposed to and so would 

compromise his following with the people, who saw  him as a messianic 

figure and Romans as oppressors. After all, was that not what the 

triumphal entry into Jerusalem was all about? Jesus was between a rock 

and a hard place! 

Aha he says... I see through your not very cunning plan... you are all 

hypocrites! 

Jesus says; show me a coin, now it had to be a silver denarius, for to pay 

taxes they had to use Roman coins with the emperor’s image as a God on 

it. This was offensive to many Jews. They could not use their own Jewish 

Palestine copper coins. Jesus responds with his own question. Whose face 

and name are these? The emperors they answered. Jesus responds, so give 

back to the emperor what is his.  Not a tribute or a gift, but a debt owed 

for benefits received, and give to God what belongs to God. I.e. both have 

rights that do not rob the other of what is due to them.  

But the real sting in the tail is. If the questioners were in any way 

concerned about the answer to their own original question, they should 

not have been carrying the coins in the first place!  Got you, says Jesus! 

The trap had failed! 



Do we see what Jesus has done, he has distinguished without dividing the 

sacred and secular, and he has united without unifying the two spheres of 

life in which we live. We citizens of two cities, here on earth as we seek to 

follow in the footsteps of Jesus, and at the same time, we are part of the 

Kingdom of God.  

What makes discipleship so challenging, is that we have duties to dispatch 

in both. Give to the world what is the world’s and give to God what is his. 

Amen 


