
Prelude: Gavotte by Samuel Wesley played by Alan Buchan on the Laggan organ 

 

Words of welcome: 

Each time we take the time to come into God’s presence we are offering him our worship.  

As we come into his presence today, may we remember that the one who calls us is the Lord 

of all the earth, who has made everything and made us in his image.   

 

Hymn: O Lord, our Lord, throughout the earth 

 

Prayer: 

Lord God, how can we praise and thank you enough for all that you do and have done for us?  

How can we express the depths of wonder in our hearts when we reflect that you have made 

us in your image, made us to be like you, made us with the very capacity for wonder which 

we feel. 

 Knowing your love, knowing your creative power in us, may we be humble in your 

presence.  For we know that although you have made us in your image we have too often 

marred that image.  We have not lived your selfless and loving way.  We have been selfish to 

those around us or in the way that we live on your good earth.  Forgive us and as you restore 

your image in us, teach us to be the people you made us to be, as we follow Jesus your Son. 

 And hear us as we pray as Jesus taught us, saying: 

Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name. 

Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors. 

And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil. 

For Thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory for ever.  Amen. 

 

Reading: Mark 12:13-27 

 

One of the really important functions of our learning and growing is the ability to ask 

questions.  It is how small children come to terms with the world, even though their incessant 

“Why?” can get a bit wearing for the adults in their lives.  It is one of the best methods of 

teaching people, old or young – asking them questions and providing the raw material for 

them to discover answers for themselves.  It is one of the ways of finding out just what 

someone thinks – by asking. 

As we saw last week, so again in what we have read we see people coming to Jesus 

with questions – questions which were as much designed to entrap him into saying something 

which could be taken to be seditious as they were designed to gain information from him.  

The people who came were from different religious and political persuasions – Pharisees 

working with Herodians in the first instance and Sadducees in the second.  Herodians were 

people who quietly supported the Roman rule, because it kept their man Herod in a position 

of at least nominal power: and Herod was a Jewish king, and it was important that there 

should be at least a figurehead who was Jewish.  The Pharisees were more revolutionary.  

They were those who looked most fervently for the coming Messiah and the changes he 

would bring.  They were those who had embraced the idea of a resurrection – a bodily 

resurrection to a renewed world at some time in the future – an idea that the Sadducees 

thought dangerously modern.  The Sadducees thought that even scriptures written after the 

first five books were suspect.  The Herodians and the Pharisees were not natural companions, 

but they could come together on the question of paying Roman taxes if the question they 

asked was not so much for information as for ammunition, because an opinion which agreed 

with one group could be spun as traitorous by the other.  The Sadducees are trying to spin to 



their own advantage as well.  They want Jesus to claim that he was of their opinion, and that 

the dangerously modern talk of a resurrection after death was stupid. 

Questions, they can be innocent or they can be loaded. 

But in fact, as far as Jesus was concerned, all of these groups are asking the wrong 

questions.  Any time that we seek to have God endorse an opinion that we already embrace, 

we risk doing what these groups were doing, and asking the wrong questions. 

 The question about the tax was dangerous, because the coins – of which Jesus had 

none – not only had a picture of the emperor Tiberius on them but had the words that he was 

“Son of the divine Augustus” and “High Priest.”  So there were three reasons why the Jews 

hated the very coins, never mind the act of paying taxes.  They were forbidden to make 

images – and here was an image of a person, in general circulation; the coins made the 

blasphemous claim that Tiberius was divine; and the coins names him as High Priest (of the 

main Roman religion, but they didn’t say that).  Jews didn’t have to use these coins: there 

was also Jewish coinage (known as Shekels) which could be used, even for paying taxes.  

When they asked about the taxes Jesus asked them for a Denarius – a Roman coin one of 

those with the emperor’s face on it.  Jesus didn’t have any of them, which does not have to 

mean he had no money on him but could just have been a way of him showing that he didn’t 

touch this blasphemous stuff – but some of them did, because they could produce a coin for 

him! 

 His response to the coin was to say, “Send it back where it came from.”  If you don’t 

like using the coins, then give them back in taxes: they don’t belong to you anyway.  It was a 

contemptuous comment but not treasonable: in fact, he had just said that they should pay their 

taxes.  But he went on to show that this was a non-question for him.  The real question was 

what should you give to God?  And the answer – everything that is his. 

 This is not Jesus dividing the world into the things that are God’s and the things that 

are not; nor is he giving us leave to divide our lives into the bits that are God’s – the religious 

bits – and the bits that are ours.  This is Jesus again, and not for the last time, calling for 

whole-hearted, all-or-nothing devotion to God and to living in his world in his way. 

 Meanwhile the ridiculous situation envisaged by the Sadducees arose from the idea of 

marriage as being for the raising up of children and the perpetuating of the family.  To that 

end there was a custom that a childless widow should be taken as (another) wife by the 

deceased husband’s brother so that she might have children, which would be counted as her 

first husband’s.  But taking this custom to absurd lengths and formulating their question 

about whose wife she would be in the resurrection life, the Sadducees have got their idea of 

the new life of God in his new creation wrong, because there will be no need to perpetuate 

family lines when there is no death to threaten them.  Jesus says that they are not thinking big 

enough.  They are not thinking about the Scriptures which they hold so dear, and they are 

assuming that God thinks in the same way that we, with our finite minds do.  But God is 

bigger than we can imagine and so are his thoughts and plans. 

 

Reading: Isaiah 55:6-11 

 

Hymn: There’s a wideness in God’s mercy 

 

“My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord.” 

Every time we want to tie God down to doing things our way, every time we want to enlist 

God in some idea or project which we have already adopted, every time that we want to ask 

why God doesn’t answer our prayers the way we envisage, we should remember these words. 

“My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord.” 



 Isaiah is calling people to come back to God, to live his way, to abandon their self-

centred way of life and to believe that although they have wandered far from God, yet he is 

big enough, high enough, merciful enough to forgive and allow them to start again.  Because 

his thoughts are not petty like ours, nor are his ways vengeful as we might want to be. 

 

We may not come at Jesus with politically loaded questions, but we do too often try to tie 

God down to our way of thinking.  We tend to think of God as like us but bigger, and if we 

think about why we would do this, it is probably because of what the Bible says about how 

we are made in God’s image.  But this is not what it means that we are made in God’s image.  

It doesn’t mean that God is like us, but that we are like God – there is quite a difference!   If 

we think of God as being like us, then we will question his motives, since we know that 

human motives are often questionable or mixed.  If we think of God as being like us, then we 

will not trust him, for we know our own shortcomings in the dependability stakes – we know 

how often we have let people down or been let down by people. 

 But if we remember that we are made in God’s image, we are encouraged to look up.  

We are encouraged to look up and see God as he is – holy and perfect, and with a wisdom 

that is higher than ours and even at times runs counter to ours.  If we look up we will see God 

who lives out of love and puts himself out for the good of the creation that he loves.  We will 

look up and see God in his Son, hanging on a cross, so that despite all that it costs him, he can 

call us into God’s family. 

 The questions that people brought to Jesus were not only loaded with dangerous 

overtones, but they were petty.  Jesus shows that when the says “Give God the things that are 

God’s” and when he says “…You know neither the Scriptures nor the power of God.”  When 

we learn to look up and look out with God then we will see the world in a different way, and 

the questions that arise in our minds will not be petty, small-minded questions, seeking to 

reinforce what we already think, but we will be able to ask of God the big questions, those 

which enlarge our minds and our faith.  Questions like: How can I love you?  How can I love 

others?  How should I live so that I am giving you the things that are yours, including my 

very self and life? 

 It is when we ask these questions, when we come genuinely seeking an answer which 

we cannot find for ourselves, that God will answer and show us more of himself.  It is when 

we ask these questions that God will show himself in us – made in his image, remember – as 

day by day and step by step he helps us work out the answers. 

 

Hymn: God be in my head and in my understanding 

 

In our prayers today we will remember that Christian Aid week begins today.  Don’t forget 

that you can get involved in the Spey Way walk for Christian Aid – just see the link on the 

website. 

 

Prayers: 

God of all creation, we come, together or apart, longing to meet with you to be refreshed and 

restored by the spring of living water, by the source of all life. Be in our heads and our 

understanding, that we may see life as you do, and seek to bring the blessing of fulness of life 

to those whom you love.  We pray that as this Christian Aid week many people think and 

pray about how we can best live that all the world may benefit, you will be in our 

understanding. 

Spirit of God who hovered over the waters, harness your power in us to live faithfully 

and in harmony with the rhythms of righteousness, for the restoration of creation and the 

glory of your name.  We who have passed through cold, wet days, forget that we are the 



fortunate ones, who are not burned dry, nor flooded out so that the needed food for our 

families cannot grow.  And so God be in our eyes as we look at our lives, at the choices we 

make in everyday shopping and travel.  Be in our eyes to see your world as you see it – 

fragile and incredibly beautiful. 

Our God, we pray for transformation of hearts and minds, for the stones of 

indifference to become hearts of compassion, for the stones of anxiety to become hearts of 

hope.  And so we pray for those who make the bigger decisions, for politicians and 

campaigners, asking that they would see that the greening of your earth is not a political 

extra, but essential for the world to live in peace and with justice.  In our democratic 

responsibilities, may we take the time to speak your truth and may you be in our mouths. 

Creator God, from the tree of the garden of Eden, to the tree in the city in Revelation, 

we thank you for your vision of creation healed. Help us to be your agents of restoration, 

tending to the beauty of the Earth, and enabling your healing of the nations.  We pray for 

healing for those we know who are ill.  We pray for healing for those we do not know but 

hear of who suffer in this time of pandemic, remembering especially the people of India.  We 

pray for healing for ourselves and our own lives, asking that you, Lord God, be in our hearts 

and so in our thinking. 

Hear all our prayers, for Jesus’ sake, Amen. 

 

Hymn:  Take my life, Lord, let it be 

 

Benediction: 

Giving to God all that is his, go in peace to love and serve the Lord. 

And the blessing of God almighty, 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit  

be with you and remain with you now and always. 

Amen. 

 

Postlude: An arrangement of “Tambourin” by Gossec, played by John Crombie on the 

Kingussie organ. 


