
 

 
 
Sermon notes 
Preacher: Doug Timberlake 
Title:  “Jesus pays tax” 
Text:  Matthew 17:24-27 – ESV Translation 
 
 
We are still preaching on our series of “Following Jesus.” 
Today is an interesting and unusual passage in that it looks at how Jesus deals with paying taxes and 
so much more. When we think of taxes and the biblical view, we immediately jump to Matthew 22:21 
where it says: “give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s” But in this passage 
today, Jesus and Peter have an amazing interchange in which Jesus teaches us some incredible 
things about how to deal with others.  
 
Turn to: Matthew 17: 24-27 and as you read it, I’d like you to think about the ONE thing you learn 
from this passage. The text this morning is taken from the ESV as it says it better than other 
translations. 
24 When they came to Capernaum, the collectors of the two-drachma tax went up to Peter and said, 
“Does your teacher not pay the tax?” 25 He said, “Yes.” And when he came into the house, Jesus 
spoke to him first, saying, “What do you think, Simon? From whom do kings of the earth take toll or 
tax? From their sons or from others?” 26 And when he said, “From others,” Jesus said to him, “Then 
the sons are free. 27 However, not to give offense to them, go to the sea and cast a hook and take the 
first fish that comes up, and when you open its mouth you will find a shekel. Take that and give it to 
them for me and for yourself.” 
 
What do we need to know before we examine this passage? 
Every Jew twenty years and older had to pay Temple tax – half a Shekel or two Drachmas, each year 
to support the temple. Just for interest sake, a half shekel is estimated to be the equivalent weight of 
twelve grams of gold. At today’s price this is approximately R6 270. It is a lot of money to find when 
you don’t have it available. Perhaps some of us have been in this situation or are in this situation now.  
Kings did not need to pay taxes and they could exempt their family from paying taxes (1 Samuel 
17:25). 
 
What’s that ONE thing you learnt from Jesus in this passage? 
I hope it is NOT that you can ask Jesus to provide your next tax payment by sending you fishing? 
I am going to ask a few questions (highlighted in yellow) as we carry on but they not intended for 
discussion (like we did last week). I will allow a moment for you to reflect on the questions personally. 
 
In verse 24, Unbelievers are watching us to see if we obey the law. They may try and catch us out. 
Are you paying your taxes? Are you stopping at traffic lights? Are you keeping to the speed limits? 
Are you being honest in your work place? Are you trustworthy in all things? You may remember when 
Christians used to put a sticker of a fish on their cars? I recall people saying to me: “just look at how 



badly Christians behave in the traffic”. They knew who was a Christian because of the fish, and yet 
we were not good examples for Jesus. So they are watching you in your work place, in your families, 
amongst your friends when you are socialising, and in the traffic.  
 
How do we respond when we are confronted by a question? Peter is known to act impulsively 
(quickly, without thinking). Verse 24: “Does your teacher not pay the tax?” 25 He said, “Yes.” (ESV) 
[“Doesn’t your teacher pay the Temple tax?” 25 “Yes, he does,] (NLT) 
When I read various translations, it was not clear whether Peter was saying: Yes, Jesus does NOT 
pay the tax; or Yes, he pays tax. Commentaries seem to say that because the tax collectors were 
asking about him paying tax, he clearly had not yet, and from what Jesus goes on to say in verse 27, 
it supports this view. Peter immediately answers them, then he goes into the house to Jesus. From 
this we can surmise that Jesus was not standing with Peter but was in the house. 
 
We do not know if he intended to tell Jesus, but what would you have done? 
I know what I would have done if I were Peter: “Lord, these guys are checking if you pay your taxes, 
but I know you do usually because you have done so before, what do we do to get the shekel for you 
and me?” Jesus knows Peter – Peter would be quick to say something, so Jesus jumps in ahead of 
him. He also shows his deity because of what happens next. We know that Jesus knew what 
happened outside. God is everywhere so he knew what happened between Peter and the tax 
collectors. Peter had got it wrong.  
 
How would you respond if you were Jesus?  
Would you say: “Peter, please go and tell them that I have not paid my taxes and I do not have to 
pay tax”. We’ll come back to this statement shortly. 
 
Are we not generally quick to correct people when they are wrong? How do they feel when we do? 
How much learning really takes place? Do people not tend to get defensive? When we are in defend 
mode, are we in learning mode?  
However, notice that he asks Peter TWO questions – this is very important – I have often said that 
Jesus is amazing in that he asks questions, and profound ones at that. We need to learn this skill. 
The first question is VERY significant. He asks Peter what HE thinks.  
 
How do you feel when people ask you what YOU think about something? 
Let’s ask people what they think before we share our opinion or our view. Notice how Jesus uses a 
particular style of questioning called circular questioning. It is used in systemic therapy. [It always 
amuses me how man thinks he designed something brand new when Jesus thought of it over 2000 
years ago]. Circular questioning is designed to seek information but at the same time it introduces 
new information into the system. It is a powerful technique and is helpful from a learning point of view.  
 
What do you think Jesus is trying to teach Peter? 
Before I repeat Jesus’s second (circular question), he could have asked Peter: “Do Kings pay taxes?” 
This is what we call a closed question because it requires a Yes or No answer. The key issue is that 
Peter would have to know whether they do or not to be able to answer the question. But that might 
not be very helpful to Peter’s learning. It also might not be what Jesus is trying to teach Peter. 
Let me repeat Jesus’ second question: “What do you think, Simon? From whom do kings of the earth 
take toll or tax? From their sons or from others?” 
This introduces new information to Peter as to who might a King tax, and Jesus gives him options. He 
could have also asked: “Who do Kings tax?” But this would not give Peter any new information. 



Peter says that the King would tax the others. When Jesus then said: “Then the sons are free”, it 
meant so much to Peter. Peter had previously confessed Jesus as the Son of God. So, the Son of 
God – the Almighty King – should not have to pay tax. The temple tax was designed to support the 
temple. The importance of the temple prior Jesus dying for our sins, was to atone for the sins of the 
Jews. It was like the tax was a ransom for sin. Jesus is not only the son of a King, in addition, Jesus 
didn’t need to pay the ransom for sin as he was the ransom for our sins. How ridiculous would that 
be? He got Peter to realise that as the Son of God, he was free from paying taxes. 
 
Jesus could have so easily explained his position to the tax collectors and not paid his tax, yet he 
doesn’t.  
What does this tell us about Jesus? 

a. He is not conscious of his title or position in life. 
b. He discerns what is an important issue and what not 
c. He does not want to offend the tax collectors so he does something quite remarkable. 

He says to Peter: “However, we do not want to offend them”. 
 
What does it mean to “offend someone”? 
“To annoy them; to make them feel resentful, to upset them. “Jesus discerns that it is not worth it to 
upset them so he asks Peter to go and catch a fish – something he really enjoys doing. And so he 
gets the Shekel and is able to pay the tax for Jesus and Peter (half Shekel each). 
 
When we offend others over small issues how does it benefit reaching them for Jesus? 
I want to end with two questions for you to consider right now: 
 

What are you and I doing that might be offending others? 
What can you and I do differently going forward that will avoid offending others? 

 
Amen 


