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Luke 20:20-26
20 So they watched him and sent spies who pretended to be honest, in order to trap him 
by what he said, so as to hand him over to the jurisdiction and authority of the governor. 
21 So they asked him, "Teacher, we know that you are right in what you say and teach, 
and you show deference to no one, but teach the way of God in accordance with truth. 22 
Is it lawful for us to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?" 23 But he perceived their 
craftiness and said to them, 24 "Show me a denarius. Whose head and whose title does it 
bear?" They said, "The emperor's." 25 He said to them, "Then give to the emperor the 
things that are the emperor's, and to God the things that are God's." 26 And they were not 
able in the presence of the people to trap him by what he said; and being amazed by his 
answer, they became silent (NRSV).

As Jesus drew near to Jerusalem, the encounter in Jericho was followed by the 
parable of the ten talents, which shows us the significance of being productive and not 
hoarding money out of fear of losing it. From there, Jesus entered Jerusalem and cleansed
the temple. This bold action caused the authorities to question His authority. His response
was a story about an owner of a vineyard who trusted his tenants, but they beat his 
servants and chose to kill his heir. Jesus taught that the owner of the vineyard would 
destroy those tenants and give the vineyard to others. 

The Scripture tells us His opponents were watching Him closely, hoping for a 
chance to trap Him, searching for any excuse to trick Him. But Jesus is brilliant. He 
possesses advanced knowledge and skills that made Him impossible to trick. So they 
continued to watch Him and sent spies who pretended to be honest. The Scripture makes 
sure we understand something crucial here: the religious leaders—the very people God 
had put His trust in—only pretended to be honest. This means these were fundamentally 
dishonest people. The Scripture is specific about their intentions. They wanted to trap 
Him by what He says, for the express reason of handing Him over to the authorities.

Their approach was marked by dishonesty, manipulation, and a carefully 
calculated trap centered around the question of paying taxes. They thought they had Him 
cornered regardless of the answer. The trap was designed to force Jesus to pick one side 
between two mutually exclusive loyalties. If He said taxes should go to Caesar, He would
alienate the people because the Jewish people deeply resented the Roman occupation. 
They saw it as an affront to God's sovereignty over Israel. The Roman tax was a symbol 
of subjugation and humiliation. Paying tribute to Rome felt like betrayal. Jesus would 
lose His following and His credibility. If He said taxes should not go to Caesar, it would 
be treason against Rome which was a capital offense. Rome had zero tolerance for 
rebellion. He could be arrested and executed as a political revolutionary, crucified as an 
insurrectionist. The spies had set what they thought was a perfect trap. Success seemed 
virtually assured. The brilliance of their trap was that it pitted religious loyalty to God 
against political loyalty to Caesar. It was God versus Caesar, God's law versus Roman 
law.  

Jesus possessed genius-level wisdom. He calculated an option they never 
considered. He did not fall into the false binary; logical fallacies that presents only two 
options when more actually exist. Jesus did not choose between competing loyalties. 
Instead, He reframed the entire question. He revealed that these aren't competing loyalties
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when properly understood. Caesar has legitimate authority in the realm of earthly 
governance. God has ultimate authority over everything. These are different spheres of 
authority, different realms with the ability to coexist. The trap assumed these loyalties 
were equal and contradictory. Jesus revealed they're neither equal nor contradictory. 
Though Jesus had an infinite cognitive advantage over everyone He encountered, He 
remained patient, kind, and willing to teach. He didn't play their game. He perceived their
deception and craftiness. Instead of answering their trap directly, He disarmed them. 
"Whose picture is on the coin?" He asked. "Caesar's," they replied. "Then give to Caesar 
what is Caesar's, and give to God what is God's."

Let's think for a moment about what belongs to Caesar. The coin belongs to 
Caesar's economy. Pay the tax. Christians are called to be good citizens, to respect 
authority, to do our civic duties. The governing authorities are established by God. We 
pay taxes, obey laws, and pray for our leaders. We contribute positively to our 
communities. We are not disconnected from our responsibilities here on earth. But Caesar
only gets what bears his image—the coin with his face stamped on it. Now let's consider 
what bears God's image. God created mankind in His own image. Your neighbor bears 
God's image. You bear God's image. God gets your worship, your allegiance, your heart, 
your life, your time. The Roman coin had Caesar's face stamped on it. You have God's 
nature stamped into your very being. Caesar got his taxes. God gets you.

The challenge is that we live simultaneously in two kingdoms. Most of the time, 
they align. Being a good citizen and being a faithful Christian work together. Serving 
both kingdoms means practicing honesty, compassion, justice, and caring for the 
vulnerable. The conflict comes when the empire demands what belongs to God—when 
our faith would be compromised, when we're asked to participate in injustice, or when 
anything is placed above our devotion to God. Then we must choose. Divine wisdom tells
us we must obey God rather than human beings. Divine wisdom is greater than human 
wisdom. This isn't about being reactionary or rebellious. It is about being discerning, 
thoughtful, and grounded in truth.

There's a certain kind of person who was trying to trap Jesus—politically charged,
self-justified, self-righteous, entitled, and out to do harm to another. They could not see 
that the very faults they thought were in others made them worse than their opponent. But
divine wisdom is available for you. When you face competing demands, conflicting 
loyalties, and impossible situations, remember this principle: Give to earthly powers what
bears its image. Give to God what bears God's image. Be exemplary citizens. Give 
Caesar his due but give God what is due—your love, your devotion, your very life. While
Caesar's image was stamped on coins, God's image is stamped on us.

2


