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Shine like lights in the world as you hold on to the word of life. 
 

 

Jesus came to fulfill the 
Law that had been given to 
the people by God, to teach 
that they should live by the 
law of love. No longer 
would the service of God 
require adherence to the 
minutiae of the old Law, but 
rather the radical option of 
loving God with all one’s heart, soul, mind and strength, 
and loving neighbor as one loves oneself. For people 
unable or unwilling to live this radical way of life, the 
profound challenge of the law of love will seem 
frightening at best, and rebellious, even blasphemous, 
at worst. Jesus knew that God, his Father, is above all 
else. 

The Pharisees understood life and faith as literal 
adherence to the Law; by this criterion they judged 
others, judged themselves, and judged Jesus. If they 
could show that he was breaking or ignoring the Law, 
they could declare him a blasphemer, unrighteous, 
someone who was a danger to the people of Israel. As 
they struggled to understand his teachings, they 
conspired with their disciples and others to trap him by 
posing what they regarded as trick questions, 
impossible to answer without getting into one kind of 
trouble or another. To pay tax to Caesar would appear 
to recognize the Roman occupation of Israel as 
legitimate; to refuse to pay the tax would anger the civil 
authorities. 

Jesus’ reply showed again how radically different 
his own approach was to the Law of God. He simplified 
the question using what we would term lateral thinking: 
shifting the whole basis of the argument. He applied 
the supreme principle of giving to God what belongs to 
God, with the consequence that anything else is 
relatively insignificant. What does it matter if you pay 
tax to the Romans, as long as God is served first? Who 
could argue with that? 

It would be a mistake to think of the Pharisees as 
simply evil: rather they were misguided in their zeal for 
God’s Law, and this had the consequence of making 
them unscrupulous in their conflict with Jesus. In their 
piety, they had lost sight of the need to respect other 
human beings, and they became persecutors in the 
name of God. This is why Jesus was unyielding in his 

opposition to them, seeking 
again and again to recall 
them to the true purpose of 
the Law. 

There is a constant 
tension in society between 
the need to regulate human 
affairs with laws and 
regulations, and the need to 

prevent people from being overwhelmed with red tape, 
unable to move without transgressing rules. Some 
people depend on laws and regulations to give them a 
sense of security and certainty; others find any 
regulation, however sensible, simply irritating. This 
same tension is in the Church, and has been from the 
first disagreements between Peter and Paul in the Acts 
of the Apostles. 

How do we strike a healthy balance between law 
and freedom? How do we avoid being like the 
Pharisees, living the letter of the law, but ignorant of its 
spirit? How do we avoid being overwhelmed with 
liturgical rubrics, while maintaining the unity and 
integrity of the faith? The answer lies in faithfulness to 
Jesus Christ, giving to God what belongs to God, and to 
civil authorities what belongs to them: living in the 
world, while not being of the world. What matters 
above all else is love and service of God and of 
neighbor: everything else can then be seen in its proper 
place. 

 

 

 

 


