
Render Unto God 
 

Our Scripture lesson for this morning may be quite familiar. It comes 

from the Gospel of Luke 20:19-26 (ESV).  

T he scribes and the chief priests sought to lay hands on 

[Jesus] at that very hour, for they perceived that he had 

told this parable against them, but they feared the people. 
20So they watched him and sent spies, who pretended to be 

sincere, that they might catch him in something he said, so 

as to deliver him up to the authority and jurisdiction of the 

governor. 21So they asked him, “Teacher, we know that you 

speak and teach rightly, and show no partiality, but truly 

teach the way of God. 22Is it lawful for us to give tribute to 

Caesar, or not?” 23But he perceived their craftiness, and said 

to them, 24“Show me a denarius. Whose likeness and in-

scription does it have?” They said, “Caesar’s.” 25He said to 

them, “Then render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, 

and to God the things that are God’s.” 26And they were not 

able in the presence of the people to catch him in what he 

said, but marveling at his answer they became silent.  

A common phrase often used is, “We cannot see the forest for the 

trees.” This means that people can be so focused on one aspect of a 

subject that they miss the whole. I find it interesting that often this is 

a problem when good folks wrestle with some of the teachings of the 

Apostle Paul. For instance, Paul teaches about marriage, children’s 

behavior, slavery, and citizenship, and we can get so distracted by 

related issues that we miss Paul’s overall point. One of them is this: 
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in whatever situation we find ourselves—good or bad (and Paul is 

not necessarily advocating the situation in question)—we are still 

called to conduct ourselves as disciples of Jesus. Whether we are at 

work, engaging in some kind of recreation, caught up in a family 

matter, situations that are happy and joyous or sad and mournful, in 

any given case, we are to conduct ourselves as disciples of our Mas-

ter Jesus for the greater purpose of building up His kingdom. Who 

knows but that we may be God’s instrument in a situation that con-

tributes to bringing another person to Christ!  

We are not to allow others or certain circumstances to determine who 

we are and what we choose to do. In any given circumstance or rela-

tionship, what priority trumps all others? Is it a personal agenda? Is it 

personal feelings? What is it? The principle is who you are in Christ. 

This determines what you do and how you do it. We find ourselves 

saying such things as, “So and so made me do this” or “so and so 

made me angry.” No, they did not! It is how we chose to respond.  

A colleague of mine shared a story from his youth. He grew up on a 

farm, and those of you who grew up on a farm are aware that often-

times the children, especially boys, learn to use farm equipment at a 

very young age. My colleague was taught how to operate a tractor. 

Sure enough, on his first time out, although he had been taught very 

clearly what to watch out for in each part of the field, he went along 

without paying enough attention and the tractor wound up in the 

ditch with a cracked axel.  

He thought, “Oh, no! My father’s going to kill me! He trusted me 

and I just messed up the tractor!” Full of remorse, he went to his dad 

to tell him what had happened. Very perceptibly his father noticed 

how remorseful he was. His dad looked at the tractor and, puffing 

on his pipe, said, “Well, it looks like that needs to be fixed,” and 

went back to the house. He did not scream at his son or bawl him 

out and make him feel worse than he already did. He did make sure 

that his son realized what it was going to take to get the tractor out 

of the ditch and the inconvenience of not having it available for a 

few weeks, the expense of repair, and so forth. So, the son learned a 
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lesson. What was more important to his dad than venting his frustra-

tion and anger was understanding his son, loving his son, and mak-

ing the accident a teaching moment.  

Sometimes an argument could be made that an angry response is 

justified, but we still must be able to own how we choose to respond, 

which may require a good measure of repentance after the fact. Keep 

in your mind that who we are in Christ determines what we do and 

how we do it. The beautiful thing is that we can always trust that 

God can use any situation—good, bad, or ugly—for His purpose. 

There are times when we are not able to see the greater picture, but 

we can trust that God does. We trust in the Sovereign God who has 

“the whole world in His hands.” This is how we can make sense, 

even out of suffering.  

Today’s passage from the Gospel of Luke takes place in the context 

of life with the occupying Roman Empire. This is not the best situa-

tion, especially for the Jewish people, but this is a perfect example of 

what we just looked at regarding the teaching of Paul. In Romans 13, 

Paul exhorts us to be good citizens and to honor the governing au-

thorities. He wrote this at a time and place under Roman rule. The 

emperor at that time might have been Nero or another megalomani-

ac. It was people like them who gave “government” a bad name.  

Some have suggested that government is a “necessary evil.” Not so! 

In fact, governance is part of creation. In the Garden of Eden God 

put Adam in charge, to manage and care for the garden. Govern-

ance is necessary because otherwise there would be anarchy. Now, 

governance can certainly be corrupted, in which case we must 

struggle to fight for justice and righteousness, which was the  

rationale for the American Revolution as well as World War II. But 

as much as it depends on us, as Peter wrote, “…fear God, honor the 

emperor” (1 Peter 2:17). In other words, be good citizens and disci-

ples of Christ at the same time.  

This is precisely the conflict that is our subject for today. At that 

time, the Jews were coping with life under the Roman government. 
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Leading up to our scene, the scribes and the chief priests were really 

upset with Jesus. In verse 19 we learn that the scribes and the priests 

realized that Jesus’ previous parable had been about them, and they 

were offended. They “sought to lay hands on him.” A conspiracy 

was heating up. In verse 20 they started to carry out their plan:  

“…they watched him and sent spies, who pretended to be sincere.” 

They hoped “…that they might catch him in something he said, so as 

to deliver him up to the authority and jurisdiction of the governor.” 

They had no authority to do Him harm, so they had to produce a 

reason to deliver Him up to the governor.  

It is good to check motivation; that may take a measure of mature 

spiritual discernment. When we ask a question, what is really behind 

the question? Even when we perform good deeds, are they really 

about the other person, or are they about ourselves? Do we need to 

be appreciated? Do we need to win “brownie points”? Do we need 

to be the center of attention?  

Even regarding our spiritual disciplines such as prayer and worship, 

to what extent are they really about God rather than about us? We 

may be able to fool others, and even ourselves sometimes, but God 

sees what is truly in our hearts. Notice Luke observes that Jesus per-

ceived their craftiness.  

There is a wonderful opera written by the French composer Francis 

Poulenc called Dialogues of the Carmelites. It is a true story about a 

convent of Carmelite nuns during the French Revolution. These 

nuns realized that the French Revolution was not supportive of reli-

gion, so they might be in trouble. The sisters got together and re-

solved that out of their devotion to Jesus, they would be martyrs and 

they committed themselves to be martyrs to the Lord. They told their 

Mother Superior what they had decided, and she was appalled! She 

told them, “Don’t you dare aspire to martyrdom! If martyrdom 

comes, you accept it, but even something as great as martyrdom 

could be the result of pride.” Think about it. What is the motivation 

behind what we do, what we say, the decisions we make?  

 4 



 5  

So, in verse 22 they asked Jesus the question they thought would put 

Him in a tough spot. “Is it lawful for us to give tribute to Caesar…?” 

They knew that if He answered, “Yes,” He would be in trouble with 

the Jews, who would think that He was a Roman collaborator. If He 

answered, “No,” He would be in trouble with the Romans for saying 

something subversive. They thought they had Him trapped. But  

Jesus did not answer in either way. He tried to get them to see the 

larger picture. He wanted them to see the context … to “see the for-

est for the trees,” so to speak.  

In verses 23-24, we see that Jesus “…perceived their craftiness, and 

said to them, ‘Show me a denarius. Whose likeness and inscription 

does it have?’” What they should have asked was whether it was 

lawful for them to use Caesar’s money in the first place. By using this 

money for their convenience, they benefited from Caesar’s coinage as 

a means of exchange. They used his markets, his roads, and his pub-

lic works. By having granted themselves the benefits of what was 

Caesar’s, they had declared their own conclusion! No doubt, pay 

tribute. If you accept Caesar’s benefits, give him his due.  

Notice that Jesus did not stop there. Verse 25: “He said to them, 

‘Then render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the 

things that are God’s.’” What about the ultimate governance? One 

Almighty God has benefited you far more than Caesar ever did. Do 

you give God what is His due? Do you give God what rightfully 

should be given to Him? The scribes and priests could not answer.  

I find it interesting to reflect on what Jesus might say to us today. We 

complain about paying taxes to our imperfect government. Do you 

think He might say, “Show me a dollar. Whose likeness is this?” Un-

like the pagans who idolized Caesar and thought of him almost as a 

god, we see George Washington, who was admired for his courage, 

honesty, patriotism, and dedication to a representative government, 

and who refused to rule when he had the opportunity. But there is so 

much more richness of meaning.  
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Jesus might further have asked what the symbols on our dollar bill 

represent. There is the Great Seal of the United States, which was de-

signed by our Founders and put on our paper currency when it was 

issued to replace silver and gold coins. Consider its meaning. On one 

side of the Great Seal, we see an eagle, the symbol our Founders 

chose for the United States. (I find it interesting that Thomas Jeffer-

son had suggested a dove for the symbol while Benjamin Franklin 

had suggested, of all things, a turkey!) On the right, the eagle’s tal-

ons hold 13 arrows, representing that, if necessary, we are willing to 

go to war to preserve our nation and our ideals consistent with Ec-

clesiastes 3 which says, “There is a time for everything…a time for 

war and a time for peace.” It is being communicated there that if we 

must go to war, we will do it together. Only Congress can declare 

war, not a single individual.  

On the left, the eagle’s talons hold an olive branch, the symbol of 

peace. Notice that the eagle is looking in the direction of the olive 

branch because as a people, our preference and commitment is to 

live in peace with everyone. The shield on the eagle represents the 

states joined together. The original seal has colors that you do not see 

on the dollar bill. On the Great Seal, there is a field of blue that repre-

sents Congress. The 13 red and white stripes represent the original 

13 states, and above that are the words E Pluribus Unum meaning 

“out of many, one” reinforcing the idea that we are a nation of many, 

but we are also one. Above that, 13 stars form a rising constellation 

of states taking their place among the nations of the world.  

The colors have meaning. Blue means vigilance, perseverance, and 

justice … a reminder that we must remain watchful and strong. Red 

represents hardiness and valor. Sometimes it is thought of as the 

blood shed by those who fought to protect our freedom and our 

country and represents courage and a readiness to sacrifice. White 

stands for purity and innocence; pure, because we are independent 

of other countries, and we hold true to our own ideals and are not 

swayed or imposed upon by others.  



 

On the opposite side of the Great Seal, we see an unfinished pyramid. 

This represents duration and strength; however, the pyramid is un-

finished because America is not a finished product. We must contin-

ue to grow and strive to be better, to be more just, to be a better bea-

con of freedom in the world. Beneath that is the phrase Novus Ordo 

Seclorum which means “new order of the ages.” The Founders saw 

this experiment in self-government as something new and not yet 

perfected. Atop the unfinished pyramid, and most importantly, we 

see the all-seeing Eye of Providence, a Christian symbol of God the 

Father. We know the meaning because the light of heaven is behind it 

and the words Annuit Coeptis, translated as “He (God) has smiled on 

our undertakings,” are above it. This was because of the Founders’ 

trust in God’s Providence. Later, the words “In God We Trust” were 

added to our currency.  

Would Jesus have said, “Render unto America that which is Ameri-

ca’s”? What is America’s? I would say the answer is living a life 

worthy of these ideals, promoting them, and giving support in grat-

itude. The values, ideals, and principles of this country are dis-

played right on the dollar bill. As President John F. Kennedy so 

beautifully expressed, “Ask not what your country can do for you; 

ask what you can do for your country.” Be good citizens, as Jesus, 

Peter and Paul taught.  

What is so much more important than this is what stopped the 

scribes and priests in their tracks. As verse 26 says, “…they were not 

able in the presence of the people to catch him in what he said, but 

marveling at his answer they became silent.” Remember, Jesus had 

challenged them in verse 25 to render “to God the things that are 

God’s.” Contrary to the usual commentary and popular interpreta-

tion of this passage, I do not believe that Jesus was dividing life into 

two different realms—the civil and the religious.  

I remember as a child the first time I saw the movie Sergeant York.  

Alvin C. York was a conscientious objector and not sure if he should 

serve in World War I because the Bible says, “Thou shalt not kill.” 
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He was on a mountaintop, having a “Jacob experience” and wres-

tling with God about that question when the wind blew very dra-

matically, and the pages of his Bible flipped and landed on this pas-

sage from Luke. He read it and realized that some things are owed to 

Caesar and some things are owed to God—they are two different 

things! He knew then that it was okay for him to serve.  

Think about it. I hear Jesus engaging us in a rhetorical question, 

“What belongs to Caesar that doesn’t already belong to God?” Are 

they two different things? The psalmist wrote in Psalm 24:1, “The 

earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof, the world and those who 

dwell therein.” Everything already belongs to God! We are merely 

stewards of what is already His. There are no separate realms. There 

is no compartmentalization in our life. We do not put our Christian 

identity and commitments on a shelf temporarily in view of certain 

situations, or as John Ortberg describes them, those “don’t look at 

me, God” moments. Everything is already His; therefore, we must 

give God His due in every aspect of our lives. As theologian Abra-

ham Kuyper wrote: “There is not a square inch in the whole domain 

of human existence over which Christ, who is sovereign over all, 

does not cry ‘mine!’” He is sovereign over all! All things are a gift 

from His benevolent hand.  

Sometimes in leading Bible classes or in talking with individuals,  

I suggest the process (sometimes as much for me as for them) of re-

membering to list our blessings. What is the very first thing you did 

this morning? Wake up! Do you realize that many people did not do 

that today? Speaking for myself, I woke up and I was breathing. 

Many people cannot breathe without help. I opened my eyes, and  

I could see; some people cannot do that. There lying next to me was 

my beautiful wife … never take that for granted! I lay in a comforta-

ble bed. Do you realize that a quarter of the world’s people do not 

sleep in beds? I have a roof over my head, and I am in a safe place.  

I have not even moved yet, but look at the list of blessings. I realized 

that my plumbing still works, and I need to get up. We laugh, but for 

some people, it does not work without help. I can move! I put my 
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feet on the floor… a quarter of the world’s people do not have floors 

in their houses. I can stand, I can walk, I go into the bathroom and 

flip a switch and lights come on. I can turn a little faucet and clean 

water comes out. If we were to try to list every single blessing the list 

would be a mile long. Even after all these blessings, people still wake 

up grumpy! What?!! Where is it written that we are entitled to any of 

this? Nowhere. Our blessings are all gifts from One Almighty God.  

But life on this planet is just temporary. What about salvation in Je-

sus Christ? Do you realize what we were saved from and why it was 

necessary to have a Savior? Sometimes Christians forget—we are 

gifted with eternal salvation!  

Suppose that at this very moment my doctor were to walk through 

the door, come down the aisle, and excitedly say, “Hey, Steven. I’ve 

got great news for you. You are cancer free!” Well great, I am glad to 

hear that, but I had no idea there was even a question. I have never 

been diagnosed with cancer, but that is good to know. Thank you 

very much. But, if two months ago there had been an undeniable di-

agnosis that I had stage IV pancreatic cancer, and the doctor had told 

me to get my affairs in order because I would not be here much long-

er, and then he had walked down the aisle and had given me the 

great news, although I cannot dance you would have seen me doing 

an utterly ridiculous happy dance!  

Life on this planet is just temporal. But, because Jesus saved us, eter-

nal life is ours! Everything else pales before that. It comes from the 

gracious, unearned hand of a loving God. Are we giving Almighty 

God His due for the abundance of blessings in this life, as well as the 

everlasting blessing of eternal life? Is it our priority over all the other 

“idols” of life? We often sing, “Praise God from Whom all blessings 

flow.” Live a life of gratitude, a life of sincere worship and thanks-

giving to Almighty God; do not live like the scribes who only pre-

tended to be sincere.  

Friends, we are right back to where we started with the question, 

“Who are we in Christ? Are we His disciples at all times, in all places, 
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and in all circumstances? Are we living a discipleship that impacts 

all realms of life, or are we a people who merely accept certain prop-

ositions as a matter of opinion as being true?” Who we are in Jesus 

will determine what we do and how we do it. Just between you and 

God, in the privacy of your own heart, ask yourself the question, 

“Am I a disciple?” Do not answer the way you think your pastors 

would want you to answer; what is your answer? If you do not like 

the answer, what are you going to do about it?  

I pray the Holy Spirit will move in your heart in such a way that you 

will embrace Jesus in ways you never have before, and that you will 

so commit your life to Him that, come what may, on this earth, 

you—like that rock-solid pyramid still needing completion—will 

never be shaken. Are you His disciple? How you answer that ques-

tion will have a greater impact on your life than anything else on 

heaven and earth.   
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