The following sermon was preached at Redemption Baptist Church on Sunday, 19 January
2025. We encourage you to look up the Scriptures that are referenced and see the context for
yourself. May the Lord speak to your heart as you study His Word.

Lessons in Faith
Matthew 17:22-27

A couple weeks ago, River Valley Baptist Church in Maynooth hosted a weeklong seminary
module; and Sean, Timothy, Sarah, Sam, and | all had the privilege of sitting under Dr.
Strouse’s teaching. We learned a lot of powerful truth from Psalms 1-41 that week; but Dr.
Strouse told one personal story which | found particularly fascinating. He told us about a time,
years ago, when he was going through seminary, in preparation for the ministry; and financially,
it was not an easy time for his family. Working to support a wife and eight kids, while
simultaneously studying full-time for the ministry, is not for the faint of heart! (By the way, Dr.
Strouse had been trained in engineering, and could have made a very comfortable living; but
when God called him to be a pastor, he knew that he must obey the Lord, no matter what the
cost.)

Now, the story was this: Dr. Strouse’s semester at seminary was finished; and he and his family
had packed up their van, left Wisconsin, and were travelling eastward. However, as they were
driving around Chicago, their van began to make some scary noises, and began to stall; and
they had to pull to the side of the road. At this point, the situation wasn’t looking good. Dr.
Strouse’s van was stranded on the side of a major motorway, with tons of traffic roaring by; he
had a wife and eight kids to protect; and there was no sign of a place where he could find a
phone, ring a garage, or get any kind of help. Also, he and his wife simply did not have the
money for a big vehicle expense.

Well, as Dr. Strouse was looking under the bonnet, a car pulled off the motorway. A man got
out of the car, and approached Dr. Strouse; and he told him that he felt sorry for him, since he
noticed that he had a carload of kids. As it turned out, the man was a mechanic; and he asked
Dr. Strouse if he could offer his help. Of course, Dr. Strouse was delighted to have some help;
so very quickly, the man looked under the bonnet, and found that there was a petrol leak.
Particularly, the leak was coming from a six-inch rubber carburetor hose. Of course, Dr.
Strouse was now beginning to have visions of having to lock up the van, get his family to a
hotel, get to a payphone, ring a tow truck, and have the van towed to a garage; but the
mechanic had a very different idea. He said, “Why don’t we just look along the side of the
road, and see if there happens to be a carburetor hose lying around?” Now, what were the
odds of finding an undamaged, six-inch rubber carburetor hose, at that specific spot? It
seemed extremely unlikely. Nevertheless, they began to look around; and, lo and behold, only
a few feet away was a six-inch rubber carburetor hose, of the exact specification needed! The
man installed the hose, without accepting any money for his labour; and within minutes, Dr.
Strouse and his family were on their way!



Folks, we serve a great God. Nothing is impossible with Him! If we will simply trust Him, He
not only will equip us with everything we need to serve Him, but He will take care of our
personal needs, as well. Yet, trusting Him is not always easy. Every day, God puts tests of
obedience to His servants; and whether or not we pass the test depends upon our faith. The
title of this message is Lessons in Faith.

Read Matthew 17:22-27.

The failed test of faith (vv. 22-23)

From the earliest days of His ministry, Jesus had been preparing the disciples for the
fact that one day, He would die for the sins of the world, and rise again on the third
day. On the very first Passover of His ministry, Christ publicly said, “Destroy this
temple, and in three days I will raise it up”; and from that time forward, He made
many other cryptic references to His coming death and resurrection. However,
Jesus was now very explicitly saying that in the near future, He would be crucified,
and rise again the third day. We know of at least three times when Jesus said this to
the disciples, in private. He said it when they were in Caesarea Philippi (in Matthew
16); after they had arrived back in Galilee (here in Matthew 17); and shortly before
His crucifixion, when they were in Judaea (in Matthew 20). Jesus may have said this
on other occasions, as well (and publicly, too), because even His enemies were
aware of this claim. (The Pharisees were very aware of it! That’s why they guarded
His tomb!)

Now, since even Jesus’ enemies understood that Jesus was claiming that He would
die and rise again physically, surely His own disciples understood this, right? Sadly,
they didn’t. Let’s look at a parallel passage of Scripture in Mark, and see what the
disciples were thinking.

Read Mark 9:30-32.

In this Scripture, we are given the same information that we read in Matthew 17—
except for one extra detail. Matthew says that the disciples were “sorry” to hear
these words; but Mark adds that they “understood not” this saying, because they
were “afraid to ask him.” The problem wasn’t that they were incapable of
understanding Jesus’ words: the problem is that they didn’t want to understand.
(That’s why they didn’t ask Him for any further clarification.)

Now, this was rather out of character for the disciples. Usually, they weren’t afraid to
ask Jesus what He meant by a parable, or by some other thing that He had said.



Normally, the unbelieving crowds were the ones who didn’t really care to understand
Jesus’ words, and who didn’t ask Him any questions. In fact, that is the whole
reason why Jesus spoke to them in parables. Remember back in Matthew 13, when
the disciples asked Jesus why He spoke to the people in parables? What was His
answer to that question? Jesus explained that He spoke to the people in parables
because “they seeing see not; and hearing they hear not, neither do they
understand.” In other words, Jesus spoke in parables so that those who didn’t
really care to see or understand the truth wouldn’t see it, or understand it. The
parables were actually a judgment on those who refused to believe. Because they
didn’t want to hear and understand Christ’s words, He let them remain in darkness,
by presenting the truth in cryptic little stories that went over their heads. On the
other hand, those who did want to know the truth came to Jesus and asked Him to
explain. For example, after Jesus had finished telling the parable of the wheat and
the tares, the disciples came to Jesus and asked Him what it meant; and when He
explained it to them, they understood it. The fact that they asked revealed that they
had hearts of true faith—whereas most of the people of Israel did not have any faith.

Yet, on this occasion, the disciples were strangely silent. They didn’t understand this
particular saying, because they didn’t want to understand it. They were afraid that if
they asked, they would find out that Jesus really meant what He said—that He would
literally die! Now, the ironic thing is that they did seem to understand that Jesus was
speaking of a literal death. That is why they were “sorry” and “afraid” of these
words. They didn’t want to even think that their Master might die! Yet, while they
apparently took Jesus’ words about His death literally, they didn’t take His words
about His resurrection literally. If they had taken it literally, they would have been
comforted in the fact that “Our Master will come back to life!”

Why couldn’t the disciples grasp Christ’s death and resurrection, even though He
had spoken so explicitly? In nearly every other thing that Jesus had said, they gladly
heard Him; but this time, they weren’t hearing Him. What Jesus was saying simply
didn’t square with what they had heard all their lives about the Messiah (and with
their own reason); but instead of being willing to abandon their wrong ideas, they
chose simply not to talk about it, or ask about it.

Christian, can you relate to this? Have there been times in your life when you knew
that God was revealing a truth to you from His Word, yet you were afraid of that
particular truth, and couldn’t bring yourself to ask the Lord about it, for fear that you
might find out that that was exactly what God meant? Perhaps you are going
through such a struggle right now. Perhaps it is in the matter of forgiveness. God is
clearly showing you, from His Word, that you need to forgive someone (and that you
can forgive him); but you can’t bring yourself to believe that you can forgive: and
therefore, you won’t even ask God for help or understanding. Perhaps it is in the
matter of your witness to the lost. God promises, in His Word, to give you power to
witness, even if you are shy; yet, you just don’t believe that you can witness.



Therefore, you don’t ask God about it. Perhaps it is in the matter of overcoming
wrong thoughts. God promises, in His Word, that through Christ’s power, you can
cast down every thought that exults itself against God; but you don’t really believe
that God can do this: and so, you don’t even venture to ask God for help. Perhaps it
is in the matter of God’s call for your life. Maybe some of you young people sense
that God is calling you to be a pastor or pastor’s wife someday; and you also know,
from Scripture, that God equips and empowers those whom He calls. Yet, you are
afraid to talk to God about it, for fear that He really will call you to this kind of service.
You’re afraid of how you would make a living, since being a pastor doesn’t exactly
make the “big bucks”; or, you’re afraid that you would be a failure. Perhaps you
know that God’s Word instructs you not to be unequally yoked together with
unbelievers; yet, you can’t believe that God has a saved and godly person for you to
marry. Therefore, you won’t even ask God to lead you to such a person. Perhaps
there is some other area of obedience about which you know God is speaking to
your heart; but you just can’t believe what God has said: and so, you try not to think
about it, or to ask the Lord about it. Whatever it may be, stop giving God the “silent
treatment.” Talk to Him about it. Ask Him! God’s Word says, “Faithful is he that
calleth you, who also will do it.” Whatever truth God may be impressing on your
heart, He will give you the power to respond to it in faith...if you will only ask.

Perhaps some of you have never been saved, and you know that God’s Word is
revealing that you are a sinner in need of repentance. You are confused, and have
lots of questions; yet, you are afraid to talk to the Lord about it, or to go to a
Christian who could answer your questions about Heaven, hell, and salvation. My
friend, don’t be afraid to talk to the Lord, and to ask Him for understanding about
how to be saved! Jesus said, “Ask, and it shall be given unto you; seek, and ye
shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you. For every one that asketh
receiveth; and he that seeketh findeth; and to him that knocketh it shall be
opened.”

The passed test of faith (vv. 24-27)

(Read Matthew 17:24-27 again.) Christ and His disciples had now arrived back in
Galilee from their preaching tour in Lebanon; and they were back at Peter’'s home in
Capernaum. Now, after they arrived back in Capernaum, who was there to greet
them but the friendly, neighbourhood tax man? (As Benjamin Franklin said, “In this
world, nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes”!) With a tone of
cynicism, the tax man went up to Peter and asked, “Doth not your master pay
tribute?” Apparently, they must have arrived back a little after the date when this
tax was to be paid (which as the 15th of the month of Adar); and the tax man, with his
eagle eye, did not fail to notice that Jesus of Nazareth had not yet paid His tax. I'm
sure he had noticed that Peter had not paid his tax yet, either; but the religious rulers
always had an especially sharp eye on Jesus, since they hated Him so much.



Now, this tax wasn’t a Roman tax; it was a Jewish tax—a tax that supported the
services of the Temple. This tax was based upon a command that God gave to the
children of Israel through Moses (although it had been corrupted by the Pharisees).
Let’s take a look at that command.

Read Exodus 30:11-16.

There are a few important things you need to understand about this half-shekel
offering. First, you’ll notice that this shekel was for the “atonement” of their
“souls.” What does this mean? Does it mean that by paying this 2 shekel, the
children of Israel were doing a good work in order to earn their salvation? Absolutely
not! This offering did not actually atone for their souls—no more than offering
sacrifices of animals atoned for their souls. The Bible says in 1 Peter 1:18-19,
“Forasmuch as ye know that ye were not redeemed with corruptible things, as
silver and gold, from your vain conversation received by tradition from your
fathers; but with the precious blood of Christ, as of a lamb without blemish and
without spot.” Hebrews 10:4 says, “For it is not possible that the blood of bulls
and of goats should take away sins.” Neither animal blood, nor silver, nor gold,
nor the act of offering these things to God, ever took anyone’s sins away. These
things simply pointed to Jesus as the One who would actually take away their sins
one day. Silver, in particular, is a picture of Christ’s redemption of our souls (the fact
that He “bought us back” to God). This means that whenever the children of Israel
offered their V2 silver shekel, they were illustrating the redemption that Christ would
one day make for their sins. They were all part of a giant illustration of the atonement
(or “covering”) that Christ’s precious blood would make for them. Also, you’ll notice
that every male, regardless of how rich or poor he was, was required to offer the
exact same price of ¥z silver shekel. This illustrates the fact that Jesus’ atonement
for sin is exactly the same for everyone. No matter how badly one has sinned,
Jesus’ sacrifice covers it all. We all need the same salvation that Jesus purchased
for us. By coming to the Temple with this offering in hand, the people were
supposed to be demonstrating their belief that the Redeemer was coming to earth
one day to purchase their atonement (or reconciliation) to God!

Another important fact about this offering is that it was voluntary. Now, please
don’t misunderstand: if they chose not to give God this offering, God made sure that
they did not prosper, or “get ahead,” no matter how hard they worked their tails off.
If the people disobeyed, God would send famine or pestilence on the land, or other
means of diminishing their wealth. Yet, it was still their choice as to whether to obey
God. You'll notice that, although God required this offering, He never stated any
legal penalty for failing to pay it. No officer was commissioned to go around
knocking on the people’s doors, to make sure that they were “paid up”! In fact, none
of the Old Testament offerings or sacrifices were enforced by any kind of police
force, because there was no police force in ancient Israel (nor even a centralized



government). Whenever God required an offering, the people were expected to give
it from their hearts, because they truly loved and trusted in God; and heart
submission cannot be enforced by law. It was up to every individual as to whether
he would place his personal faith in God, and then demonstrate his faith by
performing these rituals and offerings.

So, then, if this offering was voluntary, why did someone come around to take this
offering from Peter and Jesus, as though it were a “tax”? It’s simple: the priests and
scribes had made this offering into a tax. In 78 B.C., before the Romans invaded,
the Pharisees (who were the real rulers of the country at the time) had made it a law
that every Jew was now to be forced to pay this “Temple tax.” The date when the
tax was to be paid was the 15t of Adar (in mid to late March); and those who didn’t
pay up by the 25t of Adar suffered fines and confiscation of goods.! Also, they were
required to pay this tax every year—whereas God had required no such thing.
According to Exodus 30, this offering was required whenever a national poll was
taken (which wasn’t very often); but the Pharisees had made it into an annual tax.

Now, after the Romans invaded, and the Jews were forced to use Roman currency,
the 72 shekel was set at the rate of two Roman drachmas (which would be about €85
in today’s money). For the well-to-do, this tax wasn’t back-breaking; but for many
common people, this wasn’t easy to pay. Peter wasn’t necessarily the poorest of
men, since he did have a fishing business; but he had left his steady income behind
when he began his full-time ministry training with Jesus. (And those crushing Roman
taxes didn’t stop coming at him just because he was a Bible student, either!)
Undoubtedly, this would have been difficult for Peter to pay.

And this, brethren, is where this passage of Scripture becomes very practical to our
lives. Think about it. Here was Peter, being required to pay a tax that wasn’t
supposed to be a mandatory “tax” in the first place. Also, Christ, the Son of God
and King of glory, was being required to pay it, as well; and that certainly was not
right. The priests were exempt from this tax, since they were Temple workers; yet,
who is Jesus? He is the true High Priest of Israel. He is also the King of Israel!
Furthermore, the silver shekel was a picture of our redemption; but Christ is the
Redeemer, and not a sinner in need of redemption. As the sinless King and High
Priest of Israel, He should not have had to pay the tax. Yet, what was His attitude
toward the tax? Let’s read the passage again, and find out. (Read Matthew
17:25-27.)

Jesus, being God, knew all about the conversation that Peter had just had with the
tax man, before he even stepped through the doorway; and He answered the
question that was going through Peter’s mind before he even had the chance to ask
it. The question was, “Should my Master have to pay this tax? Is it really right for
the Messiah to pay the atonement offering?”; and Jesus’ answer to that question
was, “No, | shouldn’t have to pay this tax; but I’'m going to pay it, anyway.” Now,



think about that! When Jesus said, “Then are the children free,” He was applying
that statement specifically, and only, to Himself. What He was saying was this: “If
kings of the earth do not take taxes from their own sons, then surely |, the only
begotten Son of God, and the Heir of all things, should not have to pay any tax!”
Even though the earth is the Lord’s, and the fulness thereof, Christ paid the tax,
anyway. Why did He do this? So that men would “not be offended” —so that there
would be no “stumbling block” to hinder sinners from believing on Him. Jesus
humbly waived His rights, and submitted Himself to human—and, for the most part,
very wicked—rulers. Do you have this same mindset of humility, Christian? Are you
willing to waive your rights when people ae not treating you right, or fairly? If Christ
Himself humbled Himself to pay tribute that He didn’t have to pay, we should humble
ourselves, too. Philippians 2:5-7 says, “Let this mind be in you, which was also
in Christ Jesus: who, being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to be
equal with God: but made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form
of a servant, and was made in the likeness of men.” As God’s people, we should
obey civil government for Christ’s sake, and for conscience’ sake.

Read 1 Peter 2:11-17.

Read Romans 13:1-7.

If the Son of God, who is holy, harmless, and undefiled, paid taxes, who are we to
think that submission to civil authority is beneath us? Unfortunately, some Christians
have this mentality. For instance, back in 2006, Dr. Kent Hovind, the leader of a
Creation Science ministry, was sentenced to 10 years in federal prison for evading
taxes on his ministry. He honestly believed that he had the right not to pay taxes,
since his tax dollars were being used to fund the murder of unborn children; the
teaching of evolution, communism, witchcraft, and sexual perversion, in the public
schools; and the waging of illegal and immoral wars. Of course, all these things are
true: our tax money is used to fund immoral and ungodly things. However, that
doesn’t change the fact that God commands us to pay tribute. Why? Because He
has ordained civil government. By the way, Dr. Hovind later realised his error, and
repented of it. However, his confession did not stop the world from blaspheming the
name of Christ, or from characterising Christians as law-breakers. As Christians, we
must not use our "liberty” as a cloak of pride and maliciousness. We should have
the heart of servants—just as Jesus came not to be ministered unto, but to minister,
and to give His life a ramson for many.

So, we’ve seen that we should have the mindset of servants, and submit to every
ordinance of man for Christ’s sake. However, is there anything else that we can
“take home” from today’s Scripture? Yes! This passage also teaches us that we
must live by faith—and that real faith will result in obedience. Now, maybe you’re
wondering what this passage has to do with faith or obedience. Actually, it has



everything to do with it! You see, Peter had a tax to pay; and being a poor “seminary
student,” he probably didn’t have the cash. For that matter, Jesus probably didn’t
have the cash, either. (He was so poor that He didn’t even have a donkey of His
own, or a place to lay His head.) So, what was Jesus’ solution? His solution was for
Peter to go and get the money from a fish’s mouth! By the way, please notice that
Jesus didn’t make the coin magically appear in Peter’s purse. Peter had to go out to
the lake, put his fishing line into the water, catch a fish, and then open its mouth!
The money was there, ready for Peter to take (just as that carburetor hose was right
there at the side of the road for Dr. Strouse to take); but Peter had to exercise his
faith, and obey what Jesus said, in order to get his hands on the cash! Peter had
recently failed a test of faith, when he failed to believe Christ’s words about His
coming death on the cross; but this time, Peter passed the test, and obeyed the
Lord.

Folks, obeying Christ’s commands is not a good work that earns you salvation; it is
simply the product of your faith. If you are truly saved, then a life of obedience to
Christ will be forthcoming. In 2 Corinthians 4:13 Paul wrote, “We having the same
spirit of faith, according as it is written, I believed, and therefore have I spoken;
we also believe, and therefore speak.” In other words, Paul believed the Gospel,
and he believed that Christ would give him all the power he needed to preach the
Gospel; and because Paul believed, he opened his mouth and proclaimed the
Gospel! His actions were the product of his faith.

Now, let’s make this practical. Particularly, | would like to address those of you who
might not be saved. (Please listen carefully!) If you think that you can get into
Heaven by living a good, moral life, and by trying your best to obey God, then you
are lost in your sin, and on your way to helll Why? Because you are not truly
trusting in Christ. You are trusting in your own righteousness (which is not nearly
good enough), instead of trusting in the perfect sacrifice that Christ made for your
sins. The Bible says that we are justified (declared righteous) before God by
repenting of our sins (being willing to turn from our sin), and by simply trusting in
what Jesus did for us on the cross. We are not justified by our good works!

Read Ephesians 2:8-9.

Read Galatians 2:15-16.

My friends, these Scriptures are very clear: salvation cannot be earned by our good
works. It is a free gift, which we must receive by faith alone. Yet, there is one
passage of Scripture that often confuses people. (In fact, the Roman Catholic
Church uses this passage to try to prove that we are saved by faith and good works.)
Before we close, let’s look at this passage.



Read James 2:14-26.

Does this passage contradict what Paul said in Ephesians and Galatians? Not at
alll James is not talking about justification before God; he’s talking about
justification before men. God can look into our hearts and see whether we have true,
saving faith in Him; but we cannot see faith. The only way a believer can be
“justified” in the sight of others (in other words, the only way that others can know
that that believer is truly saved) is by the spiritual fruit that comes out of his life. If a
person say that he has trusted in Christ as Saviour, yet there is no evidence that
there has ever been a change in his life since the time he was supposedly saved,
then it is safe for others to assume that that person has not been truly saved, but has
only an empty profession. In God’s sight, we are justified by faith in Christ alone; but
in men’s eyes, only our works, which are the product of our faith, can show whether
our professed faith is real. What does this mean, then? It means that if you are
trying to get to Heaven by faith in Jesus plus good things that you do, you are lost,
and need to be saved. In simple faith, ask Christ to forgive you and save you, and to
be the Lord of your life; and He will save you!

Conclusion: | have addressed those who might not be saved; but as we close this morning, |
would like to address those of you who are saved. Christian, God has promised to supply your
needs; but His blessings are always conditioned on faith—which will always produce
obedience! You know, | pointed out earlier that God didn’t just magically cause the money to
appear in Peter’s purse. However, that being said, | can testify that there were a handful of
times, when | was on deputation, when | had only a couple small bills in my wallet early in the
day; but (I’'m telling you, this is true!) when | looked in my wallet later in the day, there was a /ot
more money: and it happened to be just enough to pay an expense. (And | know that there
wasn’t some “secret Santy” who pulled my wallet out of my back pocket, stuck some bills in
there, and then put it back in my pocket!) | can testify that there have been many other times
in my life when God provided just what | needed, when | needed it. However, | can also testify
that God provided only because | was putting Him first in my life at that point. Jesus said,
“Seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be
added unto you.” Christian, put Christ first in your life. Put His Word first. Put prayer first.
Put His house first. Put Christ before money, or job, or fun, or recreation, or even family. Seek
Him first; live by faith; and He will always provide!

1 Alfred Edersheim, The Temple: Its Ministry and Services As They Were at the Time of Christ (Grand
Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1874, re-published 1997), pp. 56-57.



