Vol. 5 #14 TEd

Miracle of the Temple Tax
Matthew 17:24-27

This miracle appears only in Matthew and is very different from the others that are recorded in the Gospels.
Here are some of the facts that make this miracle unusual.

1. Only miracle performed for a need of Jesus . You will be hard pressed to find a miracle that relates
this closely to a need of Jesus. The money found in the mouth of the fish was for the suggested temple
tax for both Jesus and Peter.

2. Only miracle that money was involved. This is the only miracle we find money involved!

3. Only miracle using one _fish . Jesus, the Creator and Director of nature, twice moved fish into a net for
the disciples, but here He instructed one fish to grab a coin and a hook! I’ve actually prayed about the
hook part!

4. Another miracle performed for Peter . Peter will rack up a list of miracles done for him. Can you name
them? healing of Peter’s mother-in-law, walking on the water, healing of Malchus’ ear, and in Acts being
delivered from prison

Craig Blomberg in his commentary on Matthew, had this interesting observation on this passage and event of
Jesus, “The section appears only in Matthew and is one of the most difficult in the Gospel to understand, both in
terms of the significance of certain details and in light of its location in this context.” p. 269 I found Dr.
Blomberg’s uncertainty about the details, connection to Jesus’ ministry, and how it fits into the Matthew dialog
unsettling. How was I going to understand it? So, we begin by reminding ourselves of two specific details
we’ve observed in our chronological study of Jesus.

1) What Jesus was focused on at this point in His ministry was preparing the disciples for His upcoming
sacrifice for sins and their ministry to the world.

2) Matthew’s focus as He wrote his Gospel — presenting Jesus the King, Israel’s Messiah.

When taking the teaching of Jesus associated with this miracle and passing it through these two thoughts,
though definitely unique, this event perfectly fits the context of Jesus’ ministry and the presentation of Jesus the
Jewish Messiah!

I. The Controversy

“And when they were come to Capernaum, they that received tribute money came to _Peter , and said,
Doth not your master pay tribute? 25 He saith, Yes.” Matthew 17:24-25a

“when they were come to Capernaum” — Jesus and the disciples came back to their home base area after being
gone for some time. Most Bible teachers feel they have traveled on the outskirts of Israel and in the Caesarea
Philippi area for 4-6 weeks. (Sidon and Tyer; Decapolis, Mount Hermon) This will be the last recorded time
Jesus is in Capernaum.

Now, this question was asked by “they that received tribute money,” in other words, tax collectors.



e “Doth not your master pay tribute money?” —Wow, they didn’t waste any time. Again, we see you can’t
hide the Light of the World. His enemies certainly knew Jesus’ movements. But let’s talk about this tax.
This is not a national or political tax owed to the Roman government in any way; it was a religious tax,
the Temple Tax. This seems to be a test or trap against Jesus to see His reaction to the support of the
Temple. The way it was asked seemed to be trying to start a controversy. “Your Master pays the Temple
Tax, doesn’t he?”

But here’s a little information behind the scenes that the text does not reveal.

e Moses established it for the upkeep and supplies for the Tabernacle, and later, after the exile, it was
reinstituted for the Temple. (animals for general sacrifices; rabbis; inspectors of sacrifices; full time
employees of the Temple — copies; bakers, laundry; water; temple repairs)

e This was not a mandatory tax and equaled about the sum of 2 days of labor. It was suggested for men
20+ and older. Good Jews saw this tax as a religious obligation. Please realize that it is accepted that the
disciples would have been over 20, except for perhaps John. The other disciples would have paid this
through their home cities. Again, finding fault with Jesus and His followers was very high on the list of
the religious establishment at this time. They simply may be hounding Jesus.

e It was to be paid once a year, around March 15™ at the temple during the Festival of Purim. However,
scholars feel confident that Jesus’ tax was about 6 months overdue. This would probably be because of
His travel. Looking at the timeframe of Jesus' life, this was Autumn, and He would die and rise again in
the coming Spring.

e Zealots, those against Rome, would not pay this Temple tax because Gentiles overran Jerusalem.
Perhaps the Religious Leaders were looking to see how Jesus would react to this question politically.

Peter’s answer was short and non-engaging. After Jesus' many difficult interactions with the religious leaders,
all the disciples would have been intimidated by them; it seems Peter was insecure and didn’t want to incite an
issue with these tax collectors. A quick, thoughtless “yes” was enough. But did Peter really know Jesus’ mind
on this? Did Peter smell a trap? We are not sure, but it does seem interesting how Jesus handled Peter when they
were soon together in the house.

I1. The Ilustration I see that Jesus taught three lessons from this event. Each had significance to the disciples
and to us as His followers!

“...And when he was come into the house, Jesus prevented (Lit. _spoke first; preceded; anticipated ) him,
saying, What thinkest thou, Simon_? of whom do the kings of the earth take custom or tribute? of their
own children (Lit. - _sons; citizens; King’s race ), or of strangers (Lit. - _subjects; conquered )? 26 Peter
saith unto him, Of strangers. Jesus saith unto him, Then are the children free.” Matthew 17:24-26

Most Bible teachers believe this was Peter’s home in Capernaum. The tax collectors spoke with Peter, probably
because of his association with Jesus, and he was the man of the house. Also, we will find little children around,
probably Peter’s. When Peter came into the house from the conversation with the religious tax collectors, Jesus
brought it up. The idea that Jesus spoke first suggests that Peter was hesitant or unsure how to address it with
Jesus. Personally, I wonder if he considered that he answered the tax collectors incorrectly. Jesus will give Peter
several questions to direct his thinking to the correct conclusion.

Questions —

“What thinkest thou, Simon?”” — Let’s not skip over this opening question. I want to point out Jesus’
name for Simon. It was his original name, before Jesus changed it to Peter; it was his name of immaturity. And
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during Christ’s ministry, he acted pretty immature. But don’t forget Peter’s great declaration and Jesus’ reaction
in Matthew 16:16-18. Peter was growing! Here Jesus asked him, “What thinkest thou?” It seems poor Peter
was deep in thought. Maybe he was rethinking “should have he” or “should not have he” been so quick to say
yes to the tax collectors. Was there a better answer? Should he have talked to Jesus first? And Jesus disturbs his
thoughts with, “What thinkest thou, Simon?”

“Of whom do the kings of the earth take custom or tribute, of their own children or of strangers? — |
want to review some word meanings — kings — rulers, governments; custom/tribute — taxes; children — citizens,
King’s race; strangers — conquered people, slaves, subjects In 2025, you and I look at each other and say — here
in the USA, we all pay taxes!! But most of history has known another scenario: rulers favored their citizens and
special friends and placed heavy taxes and duties on everyone else. Starved the poor and lined the pockets of the
rich! History is full of such stories, and it was true in Jesus’ day.

Answer—Peter did not hesitate here. He confidently knew this answer. Rulers and kings tax strangers—
conquered people, slaves, those who are their subjects!

Jesus then gives the obvious conclusion, a simple statement— the children are tax-free. The ones belonging to
the king, those under the king's protection, the king’s children. They are free of obligation but instead enjoy the
benefits of belonging to the King — WOW!

I1I. The Applications and Solution

“Notwithstanding, lest we should _offend them, go thou to the sea, and cast an _hook , and take up the
fish that first cometh up; and when thou hast opened his mouth, thou shalt find a piece of money (Lit -
enough for two temple tax ): that take, and give unto them for me and thee.” Matthew 17:27

Application One: Peter, along with any committed follower of Jesus, who believed He was their Messiah, would
be counted as a child of the King and need not pay the tax. Jesus led Peter logically to that conclusion. We are
children of the King! This was a reaccuring theme of Jesus that will later be taught in the Epistles — the Sonship
of the Believer! John 1:12; Romans 8:15; Galatians 4:6; I John 3:2; But going on, the word “Notwithstanding”
has often been translated as “But” or “However.” Here, Jesus is pivoting from Lesson One to an alternative
solution based on......

Application Two: The principle of non-offense! Yes, Jesus will explain to Peter that they would pay the tax as
he had told the tax collectors, but not because of Peter’s motive, but because of the principle of no offense.
Through the power of the Holy Spirit, the New Testament writers will make this principle a very visual
characteristic of believers, followers of Jesus: to live without causing offense. In this setting, Jesus and Peter not
paying the Temple Tax would offend many sincere Jews. They would see this as an offense to the worship of
God in the Temple, their traditionally given place. If publicly known, this level of offense would certainly cause
many to stumble away from hearing and seeking Jesus’ message and person. The truths of sonship, along with
the need for no Temple, were not completely established and far from the understanding of the common Jew, so
Jesus and Peter would pay the tax, not out of obligation to pay it, but out of kindness to the immature thinking
in others.



Application 3: When we are willing to do something out of a desire not to offend others, though we are not
obliged in the sight of God, God will bless. Here we see a clear, miraculous provision for the tax. Jesus was
going to provide the tax for both Himself and Peter. We are not sure why. Was it part of the fact that Jesus saw
this Temple tax as unnecessary for them, so using their finances to pay was unnecessary, or was it that they
really couldn’t afford it, the amount of four days' labor? I believe Jesus was using the provision of the tax as
part of the lessons as a whole.

Now we come to the details of this event we heard about in 4th-grade Sunday School: the fish with a coin in its
mouth! So, if you are a fisherwoman, what was the strangest thing you found in a fish? I actually found an old
hook, it was protruding out of its side! But I also found half-dissolved crawfish and other smaller fish. I asked
my sons this question, and they both said the same thing. Zeke, my youngest son, told of an incident on a recent
fishing trip to Canada, where he lost a wacky worm to a nice fish, tore his line and got away, only to catch it the
next cast and get it in the boat with the first wacky worm still hanging out of its mouth! But Peter’s story is even
better and truly a miracle.

Jesus told Peter to go “cast a hook.” That sounds reasonable because that is how we fish, but realize that is not
how Peter fished, probably not since childhood! Hooks are for recreational fishing, both now and then. To Peter,
the professional fishermen turned disciple of Jesus, it would be child’s play. Professional fishermen used nets!
They weren't casting a hook unless they were under 12 or very poor and couldn’t afford fish at the local market!
But this was exactly what Jesus instructed Peter to do. Humble yourself, get out of your comfort zone, obey
me, and I’ll provide! I love that Peter didn’t discuss the practicality of that instruction or scoff at it. The Bible
simply tells us.....nothing about what Peter did. We only believe in faith that Peter did as he was told, and we
don’t miss the fact; so did the fish! They both obeyed Jesus, Lord of the Universe! Peter stood beside the boys
on the pier, cast that hook, we trust he got one, opened its mouth, and there was the coin, just as Jesus said—the
exact amount for the two Temple taxes. God blessed the willingness not to offend others!

This miracle has nothing to do with Jesus and Peter being too poor to pay a tax, but everything to do with Jesus
being the King, the Lord of the Temple, and Peter a follower. Because of this, they were not obligated to pay the
tax! But because of a willingness not to offend those Jews who did not understand this wonderful fact, God
blessed the desire with the tax’s provision. Lessons 1-3 taught!

Believers’ Application:

Over the centuries, caused by a causal reading or studying of this passage, many have been confused by the
seemingly trivial nature of this miracle. They see it not falling under the same category as other miracles. Yet in
JW Shepard’s book, “The Christ of the Gospels,” he said, “The narrative, however brief, furnishes a fine
example of the consummate wisdom of Jesus in dealing with the most commonplace problems of life, turning
them to account for the work of His kingdom. It is better to waive our rights and submit to the wrong than to
prejudice the cause in any way whatever.” Shepard p. 327

Let’s consider some of the Epistle writings that address the need for New Testament believers to be willing “to
waive our rights and submit to the wrong than to prejudice the cause” of Christ. HW #25



Romans 13:1-7; I Peter 2:12-17 — Issue: Obeying Governments and Authorities. We obey them because
ultimately, God put them in authority. Romans 13:6; (1 Peter) God is glorified, and His name is uplifted when
we are good citizens. v. 12-16

Romans 14:10-15:1 Issue: Judging one another based on practices and preceding with offensive acts. As
Christians, our actions must be carefully evaluated. We should not take our liberty and do things that we know
others around us might be offended by. But also, we must be careful to always be mindful of our testimony to
unbelievers and not offend them away from the truth of the Gospel.

1 Corinthians 8:4-13; 10:23-33 — Issue: Eating meat offered to idols. Paul argues that we are “one” with the
Lord Jesus Christ (v. 6), but because not all have that knowledge (v.7), we should not eat if it would offend a
brother.

Titus 3:1-8 — Issue: Maintain a good testimony in a wicked world. Christians are to be careful to live honestly
before evil men. v. 8

Paul sums the principle of not offending others in Galatians 5:13, “For, brethren, ye have been called

unto liberty; only use not liberty for an occasion to the flesh, but by love serve one another.” We live carefully
not to offend for the love of others, both believers and unbelievers. That is often a sacrifice of our will,
submitting as a humble servant!

So here we find in the book of Matthew, about 5 months before His death and resurrection, Jesus is teaching and
demonstrating these important lessons:
1) We are the children of the king, sons of God, and because of it, we have special privileges and don’t
live under obligations of religion.
2) We must not offend those who don’t understand and might stumble away from God's truth.
3) God will bless those obedient to this principle with grace and provision. Trust Him!




