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1. Catching questions. Thank you all for defying the coronavirus and coming this morning. 
We’re in a strange world just now, which throws up questions for us as a church. How much 
do we steadfastly do what Jesus tells us to do (like Communion, for example) and how much 
do we fit in what the religious authorities tell us? We’re caught between what we’d normally 
do as Christians, and what the state authorities are requiring of us. 
And if there’s a conflict, who wears the coronet? 
One way or another, the church has had to face such questions all down the ages.  
And it’s right there in today’s reading from MARK chapter 12.13-27. Let’s turn to p.1017. 
You’ll remember last week: the religious authorities are targeting Jesus with trick questions, 
to get him discredited ... or arrested. Or both. 
Our passage divides into two distinct sections. They come from the same time (a couple of 
days before the Passover festival), the same place (the outer courts of the Jerusalem 
Temple), and the same objective: to trap Jesus. But the two incidents are different.  
The first one has strong political undertones. 
The second is almost entirely to do with theology. 
You may be very familiar with them, in which case: see this as a refresher course, and listen 
out to what God might be saying today. 
But we’ll need a bit of explanation for those who may be unfamiliar with Herodians or 
Sadducees and levirate marriage. Bear with me! 
So let’s look at these two incidents separately. 
 
2. Caesar and God (13-17) 
Does the Christian always obey God — and disregard what the state says ...? Or the 
opposite?  
Or is there another way of looking at it? 
 
Q: What's the difference between tributes and taxes? 
A: You can't get a lift home in a tribute. 
 
Nobody likes paying taxes, especially when much of it doesn’t benefit your own national 
economy.  
Especially if it’s seized by some European super-state. 
∙ Tiberius wasn’t called seizer for nothing. 
Passover time in Jerusalem was always politically charged. Why? 
Because Passover celebrated Moses and the Israelites throwing off foreign oppression and 
becoming free. So thousands of devout Jews descended on Jerusalem in a state of religious 
fervour. Thinking they should throw off foreign oppression and get free. So anti-Roman riots 
often broke out. That’s why Pontius Pilate wasn’t at his headquarters down in Caesarea. 
That’s why the Romans were very jumpy: anything to avoid an uprising.  
So the religious authorities sent some of the Pharisees and Herodians to Jesus to catch him in 
his words. (13) And the question is about paying taxes to the Romans. As it happens, this was 
just the sort of thing the Herodians and Pharisees would have debated! The Pharisees 
despised the Romans: and the Herodians (the aristocratic elite) depended on the Romans! 
However, you’ve all been paying attention in MARK’S GOSPEL, and you remember chapter 3. 



“The Pharisees went out and began to plot with the Herodians how they might kill Jesus.” 
(3.6) 
This wasn’t an academic question. They’re trying to catch Jesus. (13) Their enquiries were was 
more deadly than a virus. 
If Jesus appeared to be anti-Roman, he could end up being arrested and crucified. Which is 
exactly what the religious authorities wanted. But then it would be the Romans who ended 
up doing their dirty work!There was, of course, another side to the coin. What if Jesus spoke 
in favour of paying taxes to Caesar?  
Well, then the crowds would turn against him, and he’d lose credibility as a man of integrity, 
who’s not swayed by men, but who teaches the way of God in accordance with the truth. 
(~14). Which would also suit the Jewish authorities. 
So their question is a case of “Heads I win, tails you lose.” 
But Jesus — of course — was no fool. He knew their hypocrisy. (All that flattery) “Why are 
you trying to trap me?” he asked. (15) 
And he comes up with one of his most brilliant and memorable answers. One that amazed 
his hearers (17). 
He asks for  a Roman coin, a denarius.  
He didn’t have one. But all their pious aloofness, his questioners did! They were the ones 
who were complicit in the Roman economy — not Jesus! The Pharisees and Herodians had 
brought a graven image into the temple courts! And Jesus gets them to admit as much! ... 
No matter. Then he says   
“Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.” (17) 
Jesus recognises that we’ll often — usually — be governed by people who don’t have true 
faith. That doesn’t mean we don’t have obligations to them and their authority. If the 
government says we’re only allowed 100 people at a time ... we’ll have to obey. Ay your 
taxes! 
∙ Remember that Mark was probably writing his Gospel in Rome under the emperor Nero! 
But it’s only money that bears Caesar’s image.  
You yourself bear God’s image. And therefore giving yourself to God is a much more 
profound sort of tribute and duty. And it’s one you’re bound to pay.  
Are you up-to-date? 
 
3. A matter of wife and death. 
The second question is very different: it’s to do with belief, not politics. And if you’re 
unfamiliar with the story, there are at least three baffling things here. 
3a. What’s a Sadducee? 
3b. What was levirate marriage? 
3c. How does Jesus’ quotation prove that the dead rise? 
 
3a. What’s a Sadducee? Well, Mark gives a partial answer to that question:  
“... the Sadducees ... say there is no resurrection...” (18) The Sadducees were probably a small 
group, closely connected with the priestly caste and focussed on the temple. They proudly 
upheld the Torah, the first 5 books of the Bible, but didn’t pay too much attention to the 
other Old Testament books, or angels or the resurrection from the dead.  
∙ It’s proof that you can be a religious professional and lose touch with simple faith. Alas: it 

still happens. 
So they come out with their unlikely story of the black widow and her seven unfortunate 
husbands. The Sadducees were taking the rise out of the resurrection. 



For them, the only sort of “raising” you should expect after death was “raising up offspring” 
(19)! 
It’d be nice to think such beliefs died out 2000 years ago. But if you listen to what people say 
and read at funerals, it’s clear that many still think the dead only live on in their children or 
our memories, or in dewdrops and sunbeams. Which is so sad, you see? Whereas Jesus 
offers us something as rich and hearty and real as the resurrection of the dead. 
We shall be raised in our bodies in the life to come. In some ways we’ll be like the angels in 
heaven (25). Which probably means we’ll be young, fit and strong, beautified and glorious, 
and rather wiser than we are now! Are you looking forward to it? 
Jesus tells the Sadducees, “You’re wrong, you’re ignorant and you are badly mistaken!” 
(24,27)  
So if you’re ever tempted to become a Sadducee ... believe Jesus instead. 
 
3b. What’s levirate marriage? 
In ancient Israel it was important that people’s family line shouldn’t die out: you didn’t want 
to be the last of the Mohicans. It was also important that land & property should stay within 
the family. But what if a man died without leaving children? If there was a younger brother, 
he had a duty to marry the widow, and the first child she bore counted as the offspring of 
the elder brother. It seems a strange idea to us, but it was widely practised in the ancient 
world, and still is in many cultures today. The Romans had a word for it: “levirate marriage”. 
 Old Mr Hare was a fighter,  
 and that’s how he wooed his wife; 
 but his urge to punch above his weight  
 was the thing that cost his life. 
 
 He couldn’t outrun the greyhounds,  
 and ended up hung in a garage; 
 whilst his wife ended up with her brother-in-law, 
 in a case of leveret marriage. 
 
Well, you can sympathise with the Sadducees. If the resurrection of the body does happen, 
what happens in a case like that? 
There’s an epitaph in Tyngsboro Massachusetts 
 
 Seven wives I’ve buried  
 with many a fervent prayer: 
 If we all should meet in heaven  
 won’t there be trouble there!  
 
But that’s to misunderstand what the next life will be like. It’s true that “resurrection” is an 
anagram of “erotic reruns”: the reality is rather different.  
Human reproduction isn’t necessary, and our relationships with one another don’t operate 
with the urges that shape us in this life. “When the dead rise, they neither marry nor are they 
given in marriage.” (25) 
Yes, you enjoy meeting up with your believing loved-ones, including your late spouse. But 
it’ll be without the urges and jealousies that complicate things here below. 
Levirate marriage had its place, but it’s irrelevant in the life to come. 
 



3c. How does Jesus’ quotation prove that the dead rise? 
Jesus replied, “Are you not in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of 
God?” (24) You see, if you never read the Bible, no wonder you don’t think in God’s terms. 
The Psalms, the wisdom books, the Old Testament prophets, are full of pointers to life after 
death. If only you’ve got the eyes to see them. But “OK,” says Jesus. “You only read the 
Books of Moses: but you don’t even understand them!” And he quotes what God tells Moses 
in the burning bush. 
“I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” (26) 
Now at first sight that doesn’t obviously prove the resurrection of the dead. But he doesn’t 
say “I was the God of Abraham ...” And as Jesus explains, God is the God of the living (27). 
Moses learns that although Abraham and co died centuries before, they’re now with God in 
the next life. Alive! 
As you have been paying attention in MARK’S GOSPEL, you’ll remember chapter 9, where Jesus 
converses with Moses and Elijah (9.4). Elsewhere, Jesus portrays the poor dead man Lazarus 
living on with Abraham — who speaks with the deceased rich man. (LUKE 16.22-24) In JOHN 8.56, 
Jesus says “As for your father, Abraham, his great joy was that he would see my coming. 
Now he has seen it and he is overjoyed.” (J B PHILLIPS) 
The Sadducees should have known that, because they had the Scriptures. But they didn’t 
bother to read them or grapple with their meaning. They were either wilful or lazy, or 
unbelieving or thick! 
Any Christian should know about resurrection, because we not only have the Scriptures — 
including the New Testament — but we have seen the power of God at work. Raising Jesus 
bodily from the dead! 
And any Christian who hasn’t grasped that is either wilful or lazy, or unbelieving or thick! 
 
4. So we can be confident 
So we can have absolute confidence that there is life after death. Resurrection life. We don’t 
need to be crippled by fear of disease or death. None of us should be desirous of a virus, but 
even if we don’t get better, we’ve got something far better awaiting us — beyond the grave. 
Are you looking forward to it? 
And we can have absolute confidence that this resurrection life is conscious and personal. 
There are fascinating conversations to have, amazing people to meet, new things to learn, 
puzzles to discuss. But no more dilemmas between following God and following the King! 
We’ll be in the kingdom. Are you looking forward to it? 
We can have absolute confidence that our next life will be — in some ways — like the life of 
the angels in heaven.  We shall feast at the Lord’s banquet, and drink anew of the wine of 
the kingdom of God. This is the resurrection of the body ... not just the immortality of the 
soul.  Are you looking forward to it? 
We can have absolute confidence that we’ll renew our relationships with our believing loved 
ones.  
But we know those relationships won’t be the same as they are in this life. Just better. I’m 
looking forward to it! 
And why? Because of the death ... and resurrection ... of King Jesus himself. Roll on Easter! 
 


