In today’s Gospel reading, we start to get into some of the politics that took place in Jesus’ time.  To look at politics then, you can see that they really aren’t all that different from now.  At the center of it is discussion about taxation and how much influence religious leaders should have.  And there is also the tactic where a person can try to box a leader into a corner by framing the argument in a way that makes it so that you can use their own words against them.  We saw it throughout the second half of 2004 during an election season and we will see it again in the upcoming 2006 midterms.  And such was the case here with the Pharisees and Jesus.

The Pharisees in this lesson decided to put Jesus in a situation where he would have to answer whether or not they should pay taxes to Caesar.  In essence, they were asking him to declare which whether he was for Caesar or against him.  To say yes would be to concede that Caesar was the ultimate authority, and that even Jesus himself was living in submission to Caesar.  To say no would be an act of defiance toward Caesar’s authority, and would openly expose Jesus as a man calling for his followers to commit acts of treason; for which he would most certainly be arrested and put to death.  In order for all of this to work, Jesus would have to be someone who sought political power of his own.  But it didn’t work; because he was not a politician.
Jesus was not operating within the framework of established government, and therefore was not trying to gain power within that structure; or overthrow Caesar to establish his own power base.  Jesus was able to see through the Pharisees’ trap because their reasoning was focused entirely on political lust for earthly power; and therefore they wrongly assumed Jesus’ intentions to be of the same kind of reasoning.  Because Jesus was focused entirely on the kingdom of God, the established government of Rome was of no significance to him.  Whether it existed or not had and continues to have no bearing on the kingdom of God as the final authority.  “Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s.”  In other words, go ahead and pay your taxes.  God doesn’t worry about whether or not you are paying your taxes.  God cares about your intentions and what is in your heart.  And so he gets to the real issue at stake when he says, “repay to God what belongs to God.”  
In saying so, Jesus was a revolutionary; but not the kind that the Pharisees were going to pin him down as.  In modern history, another example comes to mind which took place during the American Civil War.  A great line takes place in the movie Cold Mountain when the Jude Law character says “I imagine God is getting pretty tired of being claimed by both sides in this war.”  This character has seen the bigger picture of men killing each other all claiming that God wants them to win.  This was also the thinking of the Pharisees.  Believing that God was on their side, they were attempting to force Jesus to identify which side he thought God was on.  When President Lincoln was once confronted by the same rhetoric from a northern supporter who told him that the Union would prevail because God was on their side, Lincoln sought more to try to live like Jesus when he said “God is not on anyone’s side; and it is more important to know whether or not we are on God’s side.”  
And in essence, that is the message in saying “repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what belongs to God.”  And it is with this focus that Jesus asks us to make our choices.
