What About Taxes?

By Steve Ratzlaff

If there is one issue in this country that is sure to elicit some kind of emotional response, it is taxes.  Taxes have never been popular in the USA, especially income taxes which began to be collected on a regular basis during WW II.  It was the tax issue that sparked revolution in the mid 1700’s . . . no taxation without representation was the rallying cry of early settlers in this country against King George of England.  Even today cutting taxes is still the rallying cry of politicians and citizens who feel government is getting more than its fair share.  Some US citizens refuse to pay taxes because they are used to pay for an overdependence on the military.  Others refuse to pay because they feel that levying taxes is unconstitutional.

One such man is Paul Revere (no, not the original one who rode a horse during the Revolution) who has established the Kingdom of Heaven in the state of Oregon.


Getting into Heaven is quite easy; it’s getting out that is difficult.  Two times in the past year, Revere has been jailed for issuing his own license plates with the word HEAVEN embossed thereon and for failing to pay property taxes.  Currently, he owes the state some $10,000.  Revere maintains that the kingdom of Heaven is not of this world.  He claims that it is impossible to serve both God and the state.  Revere’s 200 followers have renounced their worldly identities and function only as citizens of Heaven, insisting that Jesus did not pay taxes.  He further contends that the state is the Anti-Christ and the courts, dens of Satan.  He further teaches that the black robes of the judges indicate that they are henchmen from hell, conducting Satanic rituals.  Revere urges his followers to become “unyoked” from the governments of this world.  Throw away state issued diver’s licenses and Social Security cards and cancel car insurance, bank accounts and so forth.  Revere regards his outpost as a sovereign nation.  He has also set up embassies of Heaven in the “foreign lands” of Oregon, Utah and Texas but plans to go worldwide.  The citizens of Heaven remain accountable only to God. (World Herald, August, 27, 1994).
Paul Revere’s argument is essentially the same one the Pharisees and religious zealots of Jesus’ day used.  But the political situation then was quite different from ours here in the US today.  A foreign power extracted taxes from the citizens of Israel.  It would have been similar to conditions in the colonies just before the Revolutionary War.  Or 50 years ago in France when French citizens were forced to pay taxes for Hitler’s occupying government.  In this same way Jesus and his contemporaries faced the question, too, of whether or not it was right to pay these taxes.  

However, the passage from Matthew today describes an attempt on the part of the Pharisees to discredit or entrap this young upstart Jesus - the tax issue was just the means to do that.  The question of paying taxes to Caesar was asked to get him in trouble with the groups around him.

In any such situation of foreign oppression, people have really two primary options:  to cooperate or to resist.  The two groups of people who approached Jesus represented two conflicting alternatives.  The Herodians were Jews who were working hand in hand with the ruling Roman government.  The Pharisees, on the other hand, were religious purists who would have liked to avoid paying taxes to this occupying power.

So, by asking Jesus, “Is it right to pay taxes to the emperor or not?” the Herodians and Pharisees meant to trap him.  They challenged Jesus.  But Jesus gave a response that did more than merely spoil their trick.  Jesus gave a teaching that left them with a challenge and one which continues to ring down through the centuries.

“Show me the coin used for the tax,” Jesus said.

They gave him a piece of Roman currency called a denarius.  As our American coins today bear the heads of dead presidents, this small silver coin was minted with a likeness of the ruling Roman emperor, Tiberius.  On the denarius Jesus held, Tiberius’s head bears a laurel wreath, a token of the emperor’s claim that he is divine.  Around the head on the coin runs the inscription “Tiberius Caesar, majestic son of the majestic God and High Priest.”

No wonder the more zealous and sensitive Jews took offense at having to pay taxes to such an idolatrous regime.  No wonder the Jews scorned those who made contracts with the Romans to collect taxes.  The writer of this passage, Matthew, was one such tax collector, whom Jesus called to be one of his disciples.

“Whose head is this and whose title?” Jesus asked.

“The emperor’s,” they responded.

“Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s,” Jesus replied, “and to God the things that are God’s.”

So, what belongs to the emperor?

Certainly the coin belongs to the emperor.  In those days money was commonly considered to be the property of the ruler who had minted it.  After all, it had his name on it, and his picture.

If Jesus was speaking literally, all that he may have meant was to give the coin back to the one from whom it comes.  That would be the extent of it.

But, of course, Jesus’ original hearers as well as we today know that the government asks its citizens for more than money.  The government asks also for allegiance.  In time of war, the government asks for military service, which may require the taking of other people’s lives or the giving of one’s own.

In giving us the teaching “Render to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s,” Jesus does not provide us with a clear criterion for deciding what is rightfully due the government and what is rightfully due God.  But Jesus framed the question very clearly.  Jesus was clear that such a line is to be drawn.  In placing duty to state in the context of duty to God, Jesus says that no claim on us by an earthly power is to be considered absolute.  Only the claim of God on us, mediated by our own consciences, is absolute.  We are not to give to Caesar what is God’s.

Deciding what is right and proper in this respect is up to each one of us.  Paul says repeatedly in writing to early Christians that believers are to respect governmental authority.  God can work even through ungodly governments.

Nevertheless there have always been times in the past and shall be in the future when government doesn’t do what God wants or allows.  When this happens, government is to be changed, or, in the extreme, resisted.  Thus in every generation and in many different countries, there have been people of faith who sometimes at great personal sacrifice have withheld from government their money or obedience, when their conscience has led them to do so.

Anabaptist/Mennonites have at times refused to participate in war and have also refused to pay for it.  That has meant jail and even death for some of them.  But not only Mennonites have questioned or challenged our government to use its dollars more rationally, especially since so much of it us used for military purposes (4 of every 10 dollars collected).  Recently, George McGovern was in Lincoln signing copies of his book, Terri, about the death of his daughter to alcoholism.  But like he did in 1972 when he ran for President, he challenged the government to at least cut the military budget in half and use it to repair the US infrastructure - bridges, roads, water supplies, utilities, environment.  

Martin Luther King, Jr., before he was assassinated, observed that his own government was “the greatest purveyor of violence in the world today” because of its arms sales throughout the world.  Even Joyce Kilmer who wrote the poem, Trees, that many of us memorized as little children (I think that I shall never see, a poem as lovely as a tree), speaks to the difference between how governments operate and how God operates in her poem Kings:

The kings of the earth are men of might,


And cities are burned for their delight,


And the skies rain death in silent night,



And the hills belch death all day!


But the King of Heaven, who made them all,


Is fair and gentle, and very small;


He lies in the straw, by the oxen’s stall --



Let us think of him today!

On the whole, however, Mennonites have supported governments in whatever way they could.  But, through the years it has been clear that our ultimate allegiance is to God.  And if you think about it, the second part of Jesus’ statement “Give to God what is God’s” is the more difficult one to discern or live up to.

This saying of Jesus places everything we own and everything we are in the context of our relationship with God.  For example, when it comes to our spending that coin that Jesus is holding up in his fingers, we have so many choices to make.  How much should be give to charity?  How much should we put away for our children’s education?  How much for our own retirement?  Don’t we deserve to b e able to go out to dinner once in a while?  How about that special appeal to help Bosnians this winter?  How much shall we pledge to FMC this year?

All these decisions.  all these legitimate claims on us.

“Give to God the things that belong to God,” Jesus tells us.  

What belongs to God?

What, except our very selves.  There is a limit to what we owe Caesar.  But there is no limit to what we owe God.

In the early centuries of the church’s missionary activity in what is now Germany, entire tribes of warlike, barely civilized peoples were converted to Christian faith.  In those days groups of people were sometimes baptized en masse in a body of water.  But when some of the warriors were baptized, they held their right arms over their heads so that the hand in which they handled their battle-axes would not be immersed.  They still wanted to be free to use these hands as they wished.  They did not want to subject their whole selves to God.

What are we reluctant to give to God?  Our wallet, our career, our weekends, our work?  But God’s claim on us is total.  No part of our life is excluded from our commitment to God.

You know, it would have been much easier if Jesus, when he was approached by the Herodians and the Pharisees, had just let it go with “Give to the emperor the things that belong to the emperor.”  But Jesus did not stop there.

He did not stop there without first showing us what it means to “give to God what belongs to God.”  He gave his commitment totally to God and ended up dying on the cross.

Knowing what God has given to us, how can we return any less?

