
Day 33 

 Mark 12.13-17  
In the previous two sections Jesus has 
been in conflict with the chief priests, 
scribes and elders. First, he confounded 
them, refusing to tell them the source of 
his authority, then he told a parable in 
which they are cast as wicked tenants who 
kill the owner’s “beloved son.” They want 
to arrest him but fear the people. 
 
As they bide their time they try a different 
tack: they send some of the Pharisees and 
Herodians to trap him,  
recalling the unholy alliance formed in 3.6. Although Jews, the Herodians liveli-
hoods probably depended upon taxes while the Pharisees, as strict Jews,  
smarted at having to pay taxes to the Gentile Romans. 
 
But there is also an important historical context to this test which made it all the 
more dangerous for Jesus. In 6AD a Galilean Zealot called Judas had led a  
popular revolt against Rome over the issue of tribute. He saw paying taxes as a 
denial of God’s reign over the Jews, an act of submission to a Gentile human 
ruler. That revolt was ruthlessly suppressed, but in 17AD the Jews once more 
sought relief from taxes. It was a hot issue and one that the  
Sanhedrin would exploit later to misconstrue Jesus as a threat to Caesar,  
making himself King and forbidding taxes to Rome (see Luke 23.2). 
 
The trap is a simple and seemingly unavoidable one: if Jesus forbids  
payment of tribute to Caesar he is as much a traitor as Judas was; if he  
supports payment of tribute then he is supporting Roman rule over and against 
God’s rule. The Passover crowd will turn against him.  
 
Jesus firstly deals to their hypocrisy, which is only heightened by their  
flattery. The denarius is a Roman coin, bearing a graven image of the  
Emperor.  As Jews, they should not be carrying one. Even Rome had  
acknowledged that by allowing the Jews to mint their own coins and to pay taxes 
with them. Second, he distinguishes between the things that are Caesar’s and 
the things that are God’s. In doing so he sets limits on Caesar’s power while 
affirming taxes should be paid. He’s cleared the trap. Thirdly he demonstrates 
his superiority as a teacher and interpreter of the law. It’s a knock-out win to the 
beloved Son! 

 
What is the Christian required to render to God? 

 
Sovereign Lord, I give you thanks for good government, praying that I may 
be a godly citizen, paying my taxes willingly but giving you alone all my  
worship. In Christ’s name I pray. Amen.  


