On the Road with Jesus:  Paying the Tolls (or not!)


How does your family pass the time on a long road trip?  Count telephone poles? Sing camp songs?  See how many different state license plates you see?  Tell each other riddles?  Here are a few riddles you can put in your pocket for your next road trip:  


What has no beginning, no end and nothing in the middle?  (a doughnut)


What happens after a drought?  (It rains.)


What do you call cattle with a sense of humor? (Laughing stock)


What do Eskimos get from sitting on the ice too long? (Polaroids)


What do you call cheese that isn’t yours?  (Nacho cheese)


What do you get from a pampered cow?  (spoiled milk)


What lies at the bottom of the ocean and twitches?  (a nervous wreck)


Most of the time, riddles are fun.  But other times, they are deadly serious.  Such is the case with the riddle in this story.  Two different religious groups, who normally would be at odds with each other, will approach Jesus with a question-a riddle of sorts.  But it’s a question with a big hook in it.  Their hope is to get Jesus to say something that will get him in hot water.  Let’s see how he does.  

 Mark 12:13-17


When I drive through the tollbooths on the Parkway with my EZ Pass, I like to look over and watch the drivers going through the token/exact change booth.  Every once in a while someone will pretend to toss a coin or token in the bucket and then sail on through.  Why should I pay a toll to drive on a public road?  I pay enough taxes already.  


If you have ever had that feeling, about tolls or taxes, you will be able to get on the ground floor of this story from the Bible.  People were feeling overtaxed by the government and they wanted some relief.  Many of them were balking at paying a particular tax that had been added to their already well-taxed property and purchases.  It was a head tax, something that everyone had to pay simply for being alive in the Roman Empire.  


But what grated on people was not simply the added expense on their tight budgets, it was what the tax represented.  What was woven into the nation of Israel was the deep sense of being ruled by God, not by a human government.  But in the first century, Israel was not an independent nation. The Romans had annexed their country onto the Roman Empire.  Rome exerted its authority by making its currency the currency of the realm, and also by taxing their subjects.  


So every time the Israelites paid the tax, they had to admit that Rome was in charge.  And that stung.  But even worse, was the currency itself.  On the coin that was used for the head tax there was a picture of Tiberius Caesar.  Around his head was this inscription:  “Augustus Tiberius, son of the divine Augustus.”  The Roman emperor was considered a god.  And the coin represented that god and his government.  So, in effect, each coin was a tiny pagan idol.  


So, if you believe in one God, Yahweh, the God of Abraham, how do you deal with this situation?  


There were two basic perspectives that developed.  


Some people in the Jewish community had more or less made peace with the occupation government.  Rather than make trouble, they paid the tax.


But others were so appalled by the idolatry that the coins represented that they tried never to even touch or look at one of these coins, much less pay the tax with it. 


Enter the Pharisees and Herodians, who are the major players in our story.  The Pharisees and the Herodians each represent one of these viewpoints, and as I mentioned, these two groups would normally be at each others’ throats like the Democrats and Republicans in an election year.  The Pharisees represent the great masses of people who are the most upset by the Roman occupation. Many are ready to fight to get back their freedom.  In fact, some have tried. But all have failed. 


The Herodians represent a very different political mindset.  More of a “live and let live” sort of approach.  They negotiated a rather fragile relationship with the Romans, in order to keep the peace and security of the nation and not to splinter into a war.  They are willing to let the Romans have their government, so long as Rome would also leave them alone.  


So, the Pharisees and the Herodians have little time for each other.  But they agree on one thing.  They have had enough of Jesus.  Jesus is trouble, and both groups can see that.  He has all kinds of potential for becoming a political insurgent and upsetting the fragile peace that the Herodians so value.  At the same time, he keeps saying threatening things to upset the Pharisees. He has to go. That is the agreement that brings these strange bedfellows together on one sunny day in Jerusalem.  And it all comes together in the form of a riddle. 


What do you think about this head tax, Jesus?  Should a conscientious, religious Jew, pay a tribute tax to a pagan emperor?


This is both a spiritual and a political issue.   We can relate, I think, at least to a point, because there are lots of debates going on right now related to the separation of church and state.  Should the words “under God” be removed from the pledge of allegiance, for instance?  Should politicians solicit votes by going directly to the membership lists of religious organizations?   


For the Jewish population in the first century, though, the issue is much clearer, because it isn’t about separation of church and state.  The Romans didn’t separate their religious life from their politics, and neither did the Jews.  It’s a clash of two different religions as well as the political subjection of one people to another.  


But remember, too, that although this is a very real issue to the people of the time,  the issue is just a cover for the real agenda of the Pharisees and the Herodians.  Their agenda is to be rid of Jesus once and for all.  


They are trying very hard to sound sincere, though.  They approach Jesus with words as sweet as saccharin, speaking of Jesus and his integrity, his sincerity, his impartiality.  But Jesus can see right through them.  They are as transparent as the woman who went to a fortune teller one day to see what her future would be like.  The fortune teller looked into her crystal ball and saw great tragedy.  “Prepare yourself,” the fortune teller said gravely, “you will become a widow within a month.  Your husband will soon die a violent death.”  The woman was quite shaken.  She looked at the fortune teller and tried to compose herself.  There was just one more thing she needed to know.  The woman collected herself and then asked, “Will I be acquitted?”  (parables, 24.1.3)  


“What do you say, Jesus?  Is it lawful to pay the tax to Caesar or not?  Should we pay or shouldn’t we?”  It sounds like an honest question.  But it is meant to be a Catch 22.  Checkmate.  A rock and a hard place.  No way out.  They don’t want an answer, they want to get rid of Jesus.  


They are looking for a simple yes or no answer.  If Jesus says yes, pay the tax, that will create an uproar among the great crowds of people who are chafing under Roman rule.  Those who have been following Jesus will fall away, or worse.  Then again, if he says no, don’t pay the tax, he will find himself in very hot water with the Roman government, who will immediately label him an insurgent.  


It’s a pretty good plan, but they didn’t really take into account who they were dealing with. Jesus puts it right back in their lap.  “Bring me a tribute-penny,” he says, which sends them fumbling through their pockets for a coin.  Why did he ask them for a coin?  The fact that they are using Caesar’s coins means that at some level they have already acknowledged Caesar’s rule. So, Caesar minted the coins, the coins have his picture on them. He has the right to demand some of his coins back.  Give Caesar what belongs to Caesar.  

Stop griping and pay the tax!  Now if Jesus had stopped there, the Pharisees and Herodians may have had something to work with.  But he didn’t stop there.  Give Caesar what belongs to Caesar and give God what belongs to God! 
  
Give God what belongs to God!  Well.  Seems as though Jesus has set up a little riddle of his own.  

On the surface, it may sound as if Jesus is saying that you can divide your life into different compartments:  here’s my church part for Sundays, my school part or work part for the work days, here’s my civic duty part, here’s my family part, etc.  But that is not what he’s saying at all.  

Follow the same logic here as with the coin.  Caesar minted the coin, his image is on the coin, so he can have it back. 

If you want to give back to God what belongs to God, then you need to figure out what it is that has God’s image on it.  To solve that riddle, all you have to do is look in the mirror.  Genesis 1:26:  Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness. . .”   

Caesar’s image is on the coin, he can have it back.  

God created you, God’s image is on you.   Can God have you back?  I think the reason that the Pharisees and Herodians were so startled by what Jesus said is that they knew very well what Jesus was getting at.   They were very proud about being “religious” people and proud of their heritage of being God’s people.  But were they truly giving themselves back to God?  Or were they hiding behind riddles and trying to protect their own turf, even to the point of setting Jesus up to be killed?     

God created you, God’s image is on you.   Can God have you back?  As always, the question comes down to us. A civil government has some authority over its subjects, by virtue of being the government.  Caesar has the right to levy taxes.  Yet his rights are limited to his own domain.  And that’s true for other parts of life as well.  Your boss has some authority over you, but that authority is limited to the exercise of your job. Authorities in different areas can have a piece of you, so to speak.  But you can’t compartmentalize your life when it comes to God.

God’s image is on you.  Are you ready to stop playing games with God and give yourself back to God?  Not just a piece of you, but the whole you?        
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