
Mark 12:13-17 
Facebook Live Worship 
Rev. Kelley L. Becker 
 
13 Then they sent to him some Pharisees and some Herodians to trap him in what 
he said. 14 And they came and said to him, “Teacher, we know that you are 
sincere, and show deference to no one; for you do not regard people with 
partiality, but teach the way of God in accordance with truth. Is it lawful to pay 
taxes to the emperor, or not? 15 Should we pay them, or should we not?” But 
knowing their hypocrisy, he said to them, “Why are you putting me to the test? 
Bring me a denarius and let me see it.” 16 And they brought one. Then he said to 
them, “Whose head is this, and whose title?” They answered, “The 
emperor’s.” 17 Jesus said to them, “Give to the emperor the things that are the 
emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” And they were utterly amazed 
at him. 
 
Callie did a really great video for families this week. In it, she talked about this 
story about the powerful people who were trying to trick Jesus into saying 
something that would get him into trouble. Her video reminded me of some of 
the squabbles I had with my older brother, Scott, when we were young. We are 
good friends now, but when we were really young, we did a lot of bickering and 
fighting. And we both worked really hard to get the other one in trouble. Boys and 
girls, I wonder, if you have siblings, do you ever argue with them or take delight in 
them getting in trouble? Or have you ever said something hurtful or untrue to a 
friend?  
 
One of the things Scott was pretty good at when we were younger was tricking 
me into saying just the wrong thing at exactly the wrong time.  
For example, in our family, we were not allowed to use the word stupid to 
describe another person. I remember a time when Scott saw my mom coming 
down the hallway toward us and he whispered to me, “You’re stupid.” Not 
realizing my mom was able to hear me, I said, louder than a whisper, “You’re 
stupid!” Guess who got in trouble. ME! Scott tricked me! 
 
But the truth is, I was and still am in charge of everything I say. And you are too! 
Who is to blame when I say something hurtful? Only me. One of the things this 
story about Jesus and the people who tried to trick him reminds us of is that we 



don’t have to be “tricked” into saying things that are unkind, untrue, or unhelpful. 
We can be smart like Jesus and use our words for kindness, truth-telling, and 
sharing love. 
 
In the story, Jesus asked the people trying to trick him to show him some money. 
The coin they showed him had a picture of Caesar, the emperor, on it. Take a look 
at the coins you have. Whose picture is on those coins? Now, try putting a piece 
of paper on top of the coin and making a rubbing by using a pencil over the coin, 
like this. Coins are made by human beings. But the things we find in nature are 
made by God. You can made rubbings of those things too. While I share my 
sermon, try using a leaf to make a rubbing. How does your leaf rubbing look 
different if you use a crayon instead of a pencil? I would love to see pictures of 
your coin and leaf rubbings after worship! 
 
As I shared with our young people, today’s story, which the author of Mark placed 
among the stories of Jesus’ last week in Jerusalem, is a story of powerful people 
trying to trick Jesus. The Pharisees were part of a Jewish sect known for strict 
adherence to religious law and tradition The Herodians were relatives of Herod, 
elevated because of the position and power they possessed because of their 
collaboration with Rome. In this story, the Pharisees and Herodians asked Jesus 
this question about taxes, banking on Jesus saying something that would get him 
into trouble, either with his followers or the political authorities. It was a tense 
encounter. This tension, which gradually increases, between Jesus and the 
authorities is a thread running throughout the Gospel of Mark and it really ramps 
up in Jerusalem in the final week of Jesus’ life. This question Jesus was asked was 
about much more than taxes. It was about allegiance.  
 
Traditionally, we have mostly understood Jesus’ words, “Give to the emperor the 
things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s,” to mean that 
the church and the state are separate realms of human life. In one realm, we are 
to give to God and in the other realm we are to give to the government. What this 
means in practice has varied. Generally, it has encouraged the faithful to be “law-
abiding” citizens. This played out tragically with regard to the majority of German 
Christians in Hitler’s Germany. Hitler was in charge of the governing realm, so 
“good Christians” were obedient to his laws. Even long before that, monarchs and 
their supporters used this verse to bolster their own authority. Their subjects 



were to obey them because Jesus said that their political obligation belonged to 
the ruler’s realm.  
 
More recently, American Christians have used this verse to criticize acts of civil 
disobedience. They argued that meant we are to be obedient to civil authority, 
even if we disagree with the laws. Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. seemed to think 
otherwise though, when he wrote this from his Letter from a Birmingham Jail, 
“…there are two types of laws: just and unjust. I would be the first to advocate 
obeying just laws. One has not only a legal but a moral responsibility to obey just 
laws. Conversely, one has a moral responsibility to disobey unjust laws. I would 
agree with St. Augustine that "an unjust law is no law at all." 
 
I think anyone who knows much about Jesus would say he probably leaned more 
towards Dr. King’s way of thinking than the ways of power-hungry monarchs and 
dictators. So, if Jesus’ point wasn’t that faithful people should fall in line with 
what the government says, what was his point? For that, we have to look more 
closely at the second part of Jesus’ answer, “Give…to God the things that are 
God’s.” What belongs to God? For Jesus and his followers, for the Pharisees and 
Herodians even, the widely accepted understanding in Jewish tradition was that 
everything belonged to God. From the Hebrew Bible, Psalm 24:1, “The earth is 
the Lord’s and all that is in it, the world, and those who live in it.” If you 
worshiped with us last week, you will remember in the story of the greedy 
tenants and the vineyard, the vineyard and everything in it, belonged to God. The 
vineyard belongs to God, not to the Pharisees, the Herodians, not even to Rome 
itself. Indeed, the whole earth belongs to God. So, what belongs to Caesar? The 
implication is, nothing. Jesus’ point: Everything belongs to the realm of God and 
so the ways of God must be applied to our whole lives.  
As I have reflected on this story in the midst of this week’s headlines, I see a 
message for us with regard to the tension we are experiencing right here in our 
community. There is a lot of talk about whether or not it is time to begin 
loosening the restrictions and guidelines that have been put in place to keep our 
communities safe in the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic. As Christians, what 
might we have to say in the midst of the arguing, press conferences, name-calling, 
and disagreements among politicians and even our own neighbors?  
 
This text would seem to indicate that we need to approach our present situation 
with the way we ought to approach everything, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 



We must continue to put the health and well-being of our neighbors, specifically 
our most vulnerable neighbors, above everything else. And right now, there are a 
lot of our neighbors who are vulnerable. People who are over 65 are especially 
vulnerable. People who are immuno-compromised, have high blood pressure, are 
diabetic, and have pre-existing pulmonary and cardiac conditions are all 
vulnerable. But that’s not all. Our neighbors who are first-responders, work in 
healthcare, and essential businesses are vulnerable. Small business owners and 
their employees are vulnerable. People who have been furloughed or laid off 
from large businesses are vulnerable.  
 
It is a scary time for so many of us. But here’s the thing. We cannot sacrifice one 
group of vulnerable people for another. Our faith teaches the inherent worth of 
all human beings. Business owners are not worth more than the senior citizens in 
nursing homes. Our elderly parents are not worth more than the ones bringing 
them groceries and medicine. We cannot sacrifice the people with fragile health 
for the people who are fragile economically. We cannot sacrifice our healthcare 
workers even for the people they are caring for. That’s why we need to make sure 
we have enough personal protective equipment and an appropriate number of 
tests in our community.  
We can help protect everyone who is vulnerable by continuing to stay home, by 
continuing to spend money at local businesses that are practicing social 
distancing, and by encouraging our community leaders to make certain there is a 
robust economic plan in place to help the business owners who are suffering, and 
their employees, as we move forward. As people of faith, we must continue to be 
compassionate toward the ways in which all of our neighbors are vulnerable and 
we must refuse to get on board with a plan that sacrifices the very lives of some 
of our neighbors to save the bank accounts of others. All of our neighbors matter. 
Let us work to help all of them because the truth is every area of our community 
is part of the realm of God. So, everyone matters to God and to God’s people.  
No matter who you are, you, and all parts of your life, matter. Amen.  
 
 


