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Tax and Worship!? 

The photos on the front cover of this pack illustrate something of what we are about 
in our work for Tax Justice. At the top is the church – with some profile and some 
visibility - but rather old-fashioned and quite small over against the luminous might of 
‘the City’. Below is a picture of the demonstration held in front of the High Court in 
Luxembourg in December 2016, when the whistle-blowers of ‘Lux-leaks’ were going 
to their Appeal. Those 2014 leaks revealed how a combination of the supposedly 
reputable international audit company PricewaterhouseCooper (PwC), the 
Luxembourg Government and some 150 transnational companies were, over a 
period, actively cheating the rest of us out of hundreds of millions of pounds. 
 
The two leakers, Antoine Deltour and Raphael Halet, and the journalist who relayed 
their information, Edouard Perrin, opened the eyes of many, but for their pains the 
leakers were given suspended prison sentences and hefty fines. Halet in particular 
was savagely treated by PwC, being tricked with his wife into a situation where they 
were threatened in a way that could be described as mental torture. Whether either 
will work again in the fields in which they worked for PwC is highly doubtful. Whether 
any of the three were people of faith I know not, but I wonder how many PwC staff 
working in their Luxembourg offices – or indeed the staff of the Finance Ministry - 
went to church on Sundays, despite what was going on in their institutions. 
 
The manipulation of tax is one of the most shameful ways in which the rich get richer 
and the poor poorer in today’s world. As well as engaging in social activism – and 
hopefully there is real heart for Christian engagement in this contemporary area of 
mission – our concerns need to enter into our worship and our house or study 
groups. This Pack is intended to assist this process. It is not complete – it never will 
be – as more hymns, prayers and statements of faith can be created, and more Bible 
studies produced. Hopefully users will get to the end, and encourage local churches 
to become ‘Tax Justice Congregations’. Those first in the queue will probably be Eco 
and Fair Trade Congregations already but bows can always do with another string. 
And if any of this material inspires you to write some of your own – brilliant! Let us 
have it as soon as possible. Finally, although we currently have a ‘Methodist’ label 
our aim is to become increasingly ecumenical, please help us. 
 

Revd David Haslam, Chair, Methodist Tax Justice Network 
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Hymns for Tax Justice

A Song for Tax Justice 
(sung slightly tongue-in-cheek) 
 
Lord let me keep my money 
It means so much to me 
I’ve done so much to get it 
It helps me feel so free. 
I feel entitled to it, 
It makes me feel secure, 
Without it I’d feel empty, 
With fear of being poor. 
 
But Lord you know the taxman*,  
He wants to take a share.  
I think his name is Zacchaeus 
His system’s so unfair. 
I know we need our hospitals 
And roads, and schools, and more 
But surely there would be enough  
Without my tiny score. 
 
There’s lots of wealthy people, 
Big companies and such, 
And they don’t pay their taxes 
E’en though they have so much. 
But, I remember Jesus,  
so angry with the priests, 
He just wants everybody 
To share the global feast.  
 
And if that’s going to happen 
We’ll have to make a change, 
So paying all our taxes 
No longer seems so strange. 
If we believe in justice 
We have to learn to share, 
To build God’s new creation, 
A world in all ways fair. 
 
© David Haslam Sept. 2016 
Tune: Aurelia (StF 690) 

 
(*With apologies for gender-specific  
language, though at least it scans) 
 
 

Unholy Selfish Actions 
 
When unholy, selfish actions 
make it hard to simply live, 
when we nurture destitution  
open eyes, good God forgive. 
Only when our measures offer  
sacrificial signs of grace  
can we claim the name of Christian,  
seeing Christ in every face. 
 
Justice calls for equal sharing  
of commodities and wealth,  
food and water, clothing, shelter  
and necessities for health;  
but unequal distribution  
and the curse of human greed 
predicate the legislation 
framed to meet each human need.  
 
Tax can be a tool for gracing  
those in poverty and fear, 
and the means of our disclosing 
all pretension’s false veneer.  
Now we followers of Jesus  
vow to turn the world around:  
cheats and dodgers fall from favour 
risen poor share common ground.  

 
© 2017 Stainer & Bell Ltd, London, 

England. www.stainer.co.uk 

Reproduced by kind permission. 

Written by Andrew Pratt 14/9/2016 

Tune: Abbots Leigh (StF 410), or What 

a Friend (StF 531) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.stainer.co.uk/
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Christ the Vagabond 
 
The Christ was a vagabond, penniless 
stranger, 
or so some would style him, deriding his 
call.  
And those who would follow, were they 
any nearer  
the total self-giving, of giving their all? 
  
And we at this moment, are we any 
better? 
Our silver excuses, have we got it right?  
The poor are still with us? Then love of our 
neighbour  
is vacuous, meaningless, blinding our 
sight.  
  
The wealth of this nation is at our disposal, 
yet few hold the purse strings, have power 
to decide, 
while others are crippled. Iniquitous 
‘sharing’ 
will leave them impoverished, nowhere to 
hide.  
  
With wages and taxes we barter for 
people,  
define what is poverty, pity the poor,  
but then, when the homeless and helpless 
come knocking,  
we bar them from pavements while locking 
the door. 
  
We bathe in hypocrisy, claim to be 
righteous,  
great God will you open our eyes to the 
plight  
of those we have damaged, derided, 
diminished: 
the Christ in the other, still hid from our 
sight.  

 
© 2017 Stainer & Bell Ltd, London, 
England. www.stainer.co.uk 

Reproduced by kind permission. 
Written by Andrew Pratt 19/10/2016                      
Tune: Streets of Laredo 

Our Goal – the Common Good 
 
Thanks be to God whose love is sure; 
his will in Jesus shall endure. 
He gives us life and health and food; 
no single one will he exclude. 
 
Taxman Levi heard the appeal 
and honoured Jesus with a meal. 
The good, the bad, he welcomed all, 
at Jesus’ word, into his hall. 
 
Feeding a crowd with bread and fish, 
Jesus showed sharing was his wish. 
We imitate that act divine 
and celebrate with bread and wine. 
 
Christians at Corinth knew Christ’s will, 
yet the rich people ate their fill. 
They would not wait on for the poor, 
and failed their Saviour’s love and law. 
 
Cry for a land where wealth divides, 
where bitter poverty abides, 
where the well-off avert their eyes 
and will not hear the sufferers’ cries. 
 
Grieve for a world where greed is king 
and makes the market traders sing. 
The rich won’t pay the tax they should 
and so frustrate the social good. 
 
People today, make Christ your guide; 
stand with the poorest side by side. 
Fight injustice with heart and soul, 
the common good your one true goal. 
 
Thanks be to God whose love is sure; 
his will in Jesus shall endure. 
He gives us life and health and food; 
no single one will he exclude. 
 
© Nick Jowett Feb. 2017 
Tune: Duke Street (StF 634) 

 

Hymn Usage Information: Local churches reproducing the text of 'Unholy Selfish Actions' and 'Christ 

the Vagabond' must include this use on their returns to CCLI (if they have a current Church Copyright 

Licence) or alternatively, prior to use, pay a fee of £7.50 + VAT to Stainer & Bell. For any other use 

please contact Stainer & Bell.  

http://www.stainer.co.uk/
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The Tax Justice Prayer 
 
Jesus, we know you criticised tax collectors, but with good reason. 
They collected for an occupying power, brutal kings  
   and a self-serving Temple hierarchy. 
 
Our tax system is fairer, it takes from those who can afford it most, 
   and provides for those in need. 
 
We know too you criticised human greed, 
People who have more than they can possibly spend 
    but want to pull down their barns and build greater ones, 
Who want to hide the money they have made - 
    sometimes morally, sometimes less so, 
But either way, to keep it just for themselves. 
 
We pray for those who are wealthy, 
That their hearts and minds will recognise  
   that they are part of a wider society 
   with all kinds of people, 
   and all kinds of needs; 
And that paying tax fairly is part of being - not just your follower - 
   but a member of the human family. 
 
We pray for those in law and accountancy  
   who facilitate the avoidance of tax,  
   and thereby undermine the integrity of their professions. 
 
We pray for politicians and civil servants who make the rules, 
   that they will seek advice from those affected by poor public services, 
   as well as those who contribute to provide them. 
 
We pray for our Churches and their leaders, 
   that they might be outspoken on the Prophets’ cry for justice 
   and the Biblical call for Jubilee, that the earth’s gifts may be fully shared; 
   and finally we pray for ourselves, that we may do all we can to make this happen. 
 
So, as we seek to follow you, we say 
AMEN 
 

Revd David Haslam  
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Prayer of Thanksgiving 
 

God of holiness and compassion, we give you thanks for your beautiful and bountiful 
world and your amazing love for all you have created. 
 
Thank you that you continue to be Creator Redeemer and Sustainer through 
whatever choices humans make, never turning away but always travelling with us. 
 
Thank you that you have chosen through the centuries to reveal your love to and 
through those most in need. 
 
Thank you that you chose to enter into our humanity in Jesus as poor and 
vulnerable, a victim of injustice and an asylum seeker. 
 
Thank you that you make hope possible when there is so much oppression and 
despair. 
 
Thank you that you make courageous action possible when there is so much apathy 
and fear. 
 
Thank you that you work with us when human greed and selfishness undermine the 
fair sharing of earth’s resources. 
 
Thank you that we are invited to be generous, compassionate and loving in all we 
are and do. 
 
Thank you that your love never fails, even when your followers fail to live your love in 
all its fullness. 
 
In our thankfulness, we recommit ourselves to care for all creation, seek economic 
justice and  enable all to enjoy your gifts in justice and peace. 
 
Amen 
 

Revd Alison Tomlin 
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Prayers of Confession for Tax Justice 

 
Holy God, 
You bless all people by your grace and generosity. 
Forgive us all 
For abusing your gifts, 
For our wastefulness, indifference and selfishness. 
Forgive us all 
For all our action and our inaction, 
Which result in an assault on 
Your Image in us, others and the created environment, 
And which adds to human suffering, 
And environmental degradation. 
Bring us to own up to human selfishness, deceit and greed 
Especially in our failing to create tax justice. 
Fill us with compassion, 
Open our ears to  
the cries of your people 
and the groans of all creation. 
Strengthen us to build 
A world envisioned 
In your open and inclusive table 
Where all are welcome, 
No one is excluded, 
And all are justly treated. 
In the Name of Christ. 
Amen. 
 
Holy God, 
Jesus promised and proclaimed your Kingdom governed by 
Justice, equality and inclusion. 
When Jesus turned over the tables of the money changers in the Temple 
He revealed your anger at human sin, which  
Establishes and enshrines unjust and oppressive economic systems, 
So easily exploited by those who have power and knowledge. 
Jesus taught people to give to Caesar what is due to Caesar, 
And to give to God what is due to God - 
We know that actually everything belongs to God. 
Forgive us and all people where we fail to follow the way of Christ, 
And for all the ways in which 
We betray the values of your Kingdom, 
Act in unjust and oppressive ways,  
And fail to prevent others doing so. 
Have mercy on us, bring us to true repentance,  
And strengthen us, to act justly, love mercy, and walk humbly with you. 
In the Name of Christ. 
Amen. 
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Holy God 
Forgive us and all people  
For all the times 
We make ourselves Caesar and God, 
Enthrone ourselves, 
And reject all accountability to anyone. 
GIVE CAESAR WHAT IS DUE TO CAESAR 
GIVE GOD WHAT IS DUE TO GOD 
Holy God  
Forgive us and all people 
For acting 
Selfishly, unjustly, and with intimidation and oppression. 
GIVE CAESAR WHAT IS DUE TO CAESAR 
GIVE GOD WHAT IS DUE TO GOD 
Holy God 
Forgive us and all those involved  
where fraud, tax avoidance and money-laundering take place. 
GIVE CAESAR WHAT IS DUE TO CAESAR 
GIVE GOD WHAT IS DUE TO GOD 
Have mercy on us, Holy God, 
And bring us to  
GIVE CAESAR WHAT IS DUE TO CAESAR 
GIVE GOD WHAT IS DUE TO GOD 
Remembering always that everything belongs to God… 
In the Name of Christ. 
Amen 
 

Revd Dr Inderjit Bhogal 
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Prayers of Intercession, Solidarity and Commitment 

 
Leader Let us pray for all those affected by tax avoidance and evasion, the poor in 
developing countries and the poor in our own, who do not get the services they need 
because tax is not paid. Lord, we are upset… 
 
Response Lord, hear our distress. 
 
Leader Let us pray for all those who strive, sometimes desperately, to provide public 
services, in education, health, social care, housing, water and energy, that they may feel 
support and encouragement as they seek to provide adequately for those in need. Lord we 
are troubled… 
 
Response Lord, hear our distress. 
 
Leader Let us pray for all those with wealth, both individually and collectively, earned 
or unearned, who are tempted to retain their wealth at the expense of the powerless and the 
poor. Lord we are angry... 
 
Response Lord, hear our distress. 
 
Leader Let us pray for those who have responsibility for political and economic 
policies in our nation and among the nations, that they may be immune to self-interested 
pressures from the powerful, and develop their policies for the common good. Lord, hear our 
prayer... 
 
Response And help us make it happen. 
 
Leader Let us pray for those who seek aggressively to avoid their taxes, as 
individuals or representing corporations, and those in the legal, accountancy and financial 
professions who advise them, that they may comprehend the deceit they sustain. Lord, hear 
our prayer... 
 
Response And help us make it happen. 
 
Leader Let us pray for all those with leadership responsibilities in our Churches, 
especially in the financial sphere, that they may be willing to engage with issues of economic 
inequality and speak out actively despite any criticism, to challenge all injustice. Lord, hear 
our prayer... 
 
Response And help us make it happen. 
 
Leader In the Name of Christ, who always brings good news to the poor,    
 
Response Amen 
 

Revd David Haslam 
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A Creed for Justice in the 21st Century 

 
We believe God seeks a world where all shall be included in the feast of life, 
 and that Christ shows us how costly it is to bring that about; 
 
We believe God’s hope is we put the poorest first, 

and that our calling as God’s people is to bring good news to the poor; 
 
We believe everyone can be generous, wise and creative,  

because all are made in God’s image, and all become poorer when anyone is left 
out; 

 
We believe loving our neighbours means working continually for justice,  

including tax justice, so all receive a fair share of God’s good gifts; 
 
We believe this earth was made to sustain and delight us all, 
 and that we are called to both enjoy and care for it; 
 
We long for a time when the meek shall inherit the earth, and those who hunger and 
thirst for justice shall be satisfied,  

and we believe that, despite the persistence of evil, now is always the time when 
more good can be done, and when we can make a difference. 
 

(from the 50th Anniversary of Christian Aid, amended) 
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Pay Your Taxes - the Word of the Lord? A Bible Study on Romans 13.1-7 
 

Of the many obscure, difficult passages written by St Paul, few are more infamous 
than Romans 13.1-7, with its opening command ‘Let every soul be obedient to the 
authorities’. Few have been more malign in their influence down the centuries. Less 
attention, however, has been paid to verses 6 and 7: 
 
           ‘That is also the reason why you must pay taxes, since all government 
 officials are God’s officers. They serve God by collecting taxes. Pay every 
 government official what  he has a right to ask – whether it be direct tax or 
 indirect, fear or honour’ (Jerusalem Bible translation). 
 
This Bible study will explore the contemporary significance of this very direct, specific 
teaching.  
 
Did Paul actually write Romans 13.1-7 and, if so, why? 
 
Did Paul write these words? In some ways, they stick out like a sore thumb. Unlike 
the preceding and following passages, there are no references here to Christ or to 
love (agape), and no ‘eschatology’ (i.e. the theme that the final age has dawned).  
However, there are clear links in thought and language with what goes before and 
what follows – for example, the theme of God’s avenging justice, (12.19 and 13.4). 
What is more, there isn’t a single ancient manuscript of the New Testament without 
these verses. So, for better or worse, it seems we’re stuck with them. Why, then, did 
Paul dictate these words to Tertius (Romans 16.22) in or around the year 57CE? 
 
Until the modern era, few people seem to have questioned the universal validity of 
Paul’s command to obey those in authority.  With the advent of historical biblical 
scholarship, more attention has been paid to the context in which Paul wrote and, 
therefore, why he gave such a command. Many suggestions have been made, of 
which two should perhaps be mentioned. First, a few years before Paul wrote 
Romans, the emperor Claudius expelled the Jews from Rome, including Paul’s 
friends and colleagues, Priscilla and Aquila (Acts 18.2). We also know of riots in 
Rome which, according to one Roman writer, Suetonius, were ‘at the instigation of 
“Chrestus”’. This cryptic reference has sometimes been taken to mean that the 
arrival of the Christian gospel caused riots in the Jewish quarters of the city. It is 
possible.  
 
Another theory is that some of the Christians in Rome were so ‘heavenly-minded’ 
that they thought that paying taxes didn’t apply to them; baptism into Christ gave 
them a ’tax exemption’!  Paul’s language, we know, could be misunderstood; was 
this true of what he said to the Philippians, ‘Our politeuma (citizenship) is in heaven’, 
(Philippians 3.20)? There is evidence elsewhere in the New Testament of  
inappropriate Christian ‘otherworldliness’ – compare 2 Thessalonians 2.1-2 with 3.6-
15. 
Whatever Paul’s reasons for writing these words, there were plenty of Jewish 
precedents, commanding obedience even to pagan authorities. Perhaps the earliest 
was Jeremiah’s advice to the exiles in Babylon: ‘Seek the welfare of any city to which 
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I have exiled you, and pray to the Lord for it; on its welfare your welfare will depend’ 
(Jeremiah 29.7). 
 
What did Paul say – and not say? 
 
Translating from another language can never be an exact science. To say this is not 
to challenge the authority of the Bible. It is simply to recognize the limitations of 
human language – and of translators. So there is much to be said for comparing 
translations, especially in group bible studies. An individual reader, too, should have 
at least one of the more literal, ‘traditional’ translations (e.g.s  REB, NRSV, JB, NIV, 
CEB)1 if using also a freer translation or paraphrase, (CEV, GNB etc).  
 
No translation is perfect. For instance, the REB in v.2 has ‘anyone who rebels 
against authority is resisting a divine institution’. But the fact that Paul says God 
appointed these authorities does not make the authority itself divine. The CEV also 
has some unfortunate phraseology in vv.1-5, (e.g. ‘oppose the authorities’(v.2),  may 
have quite a different meaning in a liberal democracy).     
 
It helps to realise that, when Paul says ‘Obey the authorities’, he uses a word 
implying order, (hypotasso). So there is no theory of the state here, not even the 
implication that this command is valid always and everywhere, (as Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer recognized in Nazi Germany).  The language, rather, implies that the 
authorities have a God-given function to maintain law and order, and so to keep 
anarchy at bay.  
 
The translation of verses 6-7 is more straightforward. The words here are taken from 
civic life and are very specific. Verse 7 refers to direct taxes (phoron) -  i.e. the 
‘tribute’ to Caesar - and to indirect taxes (telos – ‘customs’, ‘levies’).  
     
What Did – and Does – Paul’s Teaching Mean In Practice? 
 
First, an awkward question: is Paul always correct in what he says here? Do 
authorities always give their ‘approval’ (REB v.3) to people who do right? A later 
writer - i.e. not the real Peter - knew full well that that doesn’t always happen (1 Peter 
3.13-4, 4.12-16). On the other hand, the writer of Acts portrays the Roman military in 
a good light (e.g. Acts 21.30-36). As for the role of magistrates and the state in 
punishing, verse 4 offers a basic, even minimalist view. That is what they do: punish 
wrongdoers (as the words of the penitent thief imply in Luke 23.41), and in so doing, 
they reflect the law of God.  
 
We turn to the practical implications of verses 6 and 7.   The direct tax was probably 
heavy, although Suetonius tells us that Nero, who succeeded Claudius in 54CE, 
started off his eventually notorious reign with ‘good intentions’, including lowering 
‘some of the heavier taxes’ (Suetonius cc.9-10). Nero may have been anxious to 
avoid civic unrest in Rome. But it is still unlikely that taxes were light, fair or always 
collected honestly. 
 
As for indirect taxes, there were many (as now): a poll tax on adults under 65, a 
sales tax, an inheritance tax (!) of 5 %, a tax of 4% on the sale of slaves, and a tax 
on the manumission of slaves2. Paul meant what he says here. He has not 
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unthinkingly quoted a Jewish commonplace; there are few, if any, parallels to this 
command in Jewish or Christian sources – except in the gospels: ‘Pay Caesar what 
belongs to Caesar, and God what belongs to God’ (Mark 12.17, Matthew 22.21, 
Luke 20.25). So what does this mean in practice today? 
 
A  cardinal principle of Biblical interpretation is this: contexts change. Our world is 
very different from Paul’s. The Roman Empire was a repressive autocracy, however 
shrewd and even enlightened it may occasionally have been. Today, many countries 
are democracies – liberal in varying degrees. So we have to ask: If this is what Paul 
said then, what would he say now in our context? 
 
Kenneth Grayston recognizes that this passage implies wider responsibilities for 
Christians in democracies. They include responsibility for ‘the purpose, size and 
proper use of taxes’3. We noted earlier the likelihood that taxation in the Roman 
Empire was probably oppressive and unfair. Under an autocracy, nothing could – or 
usually can – be done about that, short of a bloody revolution. In a democracy it is 
different.  
 
Central to Christian faith is a concern for justice, especially righting wrong and 
helping the poor and the oppressed. If, therefore, Christians extend the implications 
of Paul’s teaching here, they are bound to consider how a tax system which is not 
functioning well may be mended in ways which promote the common good and, 
particularly, give help to the poorest members of society. 
 
One more word used by Paul deserves our attention here, particularly in view of the 
often-heard mantra ‘taxpayers’ money’. Paul says ‘Pay your debts (opheilas)'. A 
similar word is used in Matthew’s version of the Lord’s Prayer: ‘Forgive our debts 
(opheilemata)' (Matthew 6.12).  Paul’s word here suggests that the money which the 
citizens of Rome ‘owed’ in taxes wasn’t theirs at all; it belonged to Caesar (as the 
saying of Jesus in the gospels seems to imply).  Even more in a democracy where 
we can change our government, taxpayers’ money isn’t taxpayers’ money - it’s the 
government’s!4 

 
Questions for discussion: 
 

1. In a democracy everyone (and Christians in particular?) are not just 
responsible to the state; we have to take responsibility for it. How can we best 
discharge this responsibility in the area of taxation? 

2. '“Keep religion out of politics” disregards Paul and…. much of the biblical 
tradition,' (Grayston p.109). Why do we Christians often choose to do just 
that? 

3. Praying for ‘rulers’ and all ‘in authority’ is easier said than done, especially if 
we disapprove of their policies. But criticizing and passing moral judgements 
on policies is different from condemning, writing off or even demonizing 
politicians, (Matthew 7.1). How are we to ‘intercede’ for them – i.e. place 
ourselves, in the tradition of Abraham, Moses and Jesus, ‘between’ them and 
God? 
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Footnotes 
 

(1) The Common English Bible, an American translation published 2011, though 
by no means perfect, combines accessible English with recent scholarship. 

(2) Leander E. Keck, Romans (Abingdon Press, Nashville), pp.318-9. 
(3) Kenneth Grayston, The Epistle to the Romans (Epworth/SCM 1997), p.110. 
(4) Although the argument here is based on Paul’s own words, a compelling 

argument is also made on political grounds by Richard Murphy in The Joy of 
Tax (Bantam Press 2015, Corgi Edition 2016), especially pp.46-51. 

 
Revd Neil Richardson 
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A Bible Study on Acts 4.32-5.16 – The Story of Ananias and Sapphira 
 
How does the Bible speak to the urgent moral issue of Tax Justice? I share here 
some insights gained from my reading of a passage from Acts which explores the 
motives and integrity of those participating in wealth redistribution in the first 
Christian community. It is a story which draws a contrast between practices that lead 
to life and practices which attract judgement and even death. Truthfulness, 
transparency and generosity are contrasted with deceit, perjury and greed. The story 
of Ananias and Sapphira is uncomfortable to read. It offends modern sensibilities 
and is actually ignored by the Church’s lectionary. Yet it is a story that deserves a 
second look, not least because it packs a powerful punch, and delivers a timely and 
uncompromising challenge to an often complacent contemporary Western church.  
 
Biblical scholars deduce that Acts was written for an audience not unlike us: wealthy, 
educated, city-dwelling Gentiles. As is the case today, it was a time of growing 
economic disparity: the great ‘civilising’ project of the Roman Empire came at 
crippling cost to the agricultural poor on whose labour the urban elite depended, and 
who unjustly bore the largest part of the fiscal burden (Gonzales 2001:10). Luke’s 
preoccupation with the subject of riches and possessions both here and in his gospel 
indicates an over-riding concern to commend the sharing of wealth, and also 
perhaps a need to ‘fill in a gap’ for a Gentile readership ignorant of prophetic Jewish 
teaching and its strong ethical imperative to care for the poor. 
 
The story of Ananias and Sapphira is prefaced by a short descriptive cameo in which 
Luke frames the voluntary sharing of goods as the most distinctive public hallmark of 
life among the first believers. Those who owned property would sell their land or 
houses and offer the proceeds to provide for their fellow Christians in need – an 
outward and concrete manifestation of a spiritual unity of heart and soul. As a result, 
‘there was not a needy person among them’; a phrase strongly evocative of the 
words of God’s ancient promise (Deut.15. 4-8) for the community that lives in full 
obedience to the Jewish Law of the Covenant. Luke’s gospel heralds the beginning 
of Jesus’ ministry (Lk.4.18f) as the fulfilment of that covenant when Jesus reads from 
the prophecy of Isaiah and announces the arrival of this eschatological blessing of 
the poor. Here in the Early Church, the economic reversal intrinsic to the Jubilee 
‘Year of the Lord’s favour’ is now visible in the practice of others who, like Jesus, are 
anointed by the Spirit of the Lord. Barnabas, well-known to Luke’s readers of course, 
is singled out for special commendation. He sold a field and placed the proceeds at 
the apostles’ feet to signal his willingness to place privately-owned means at the 
disposal of the community.  
 
Against this background Luke tells his story of two other members of the community; 
a married couple who sully the young Church’s reputation for open-hearted 
generosity by withholding a portion of their sale proceeds, and then attempting to 
deceive their fellow members about the true value of their gift. When the hypocrisy of 
their actions is publicly exposed by the apostle Peter, each in turn drops down dead, 
much to the amazement and consternation of all who witness the event.  
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A story to avoid, or learn from? 
 
Many have dismissed this story outright as historically implausible or unpalatably 
retributive. I would suggest that in so doing we miss Luke’s theological point. This is 
essentially a tale told to provoke, rebuke and instruct us. The names of the 
characters may well be significant. Ananias means ‘The Lord is gracious’ whilst 
Sapphira can be literally translated as ‘beautiful’ (Barrett: 70). Perhaps Luke is 
deploying deliberate irony here by naming the protagonists to amplify their hypocrisy. 
They turn out to be counterfeit. Their actions and intentions belie their names. In line 
with the literary convention of the cautionary tale (and, incidentally with the biblical 
precedent of the story of Achan in the book of Joshua, cf. Josh.7) they bring down 
judgement on themselves. When they meet a sudden and untimely end it is in fact a 
visible, outward confirmation of an inner spiritual death which has already taken 
place.  
 
Ananias and Sapphira have contrived together to act in their own self-interest while 
giving the appearance of acting in solidarity with their fellow believers. In so doing 
they have resisted the influence of the Spirit of goodness and grace and allowed 
deceit and betrayal to undermine the community’s common heart. They have spoken 
and acted without integrity and behaved as if false words and actions were of no 
consequence to God. As such, their behaviour is more characteristic of God’s 
adversary Satan than the Holy Spirit. God is a God who keeps his word, and 
remembers his promise and is faithful to the covenant he has made with his people 
(Luke 1.72f; Acts 2.30), and God cannot be mocked.  
 
It is the crucial responsibility of Peter and the apostles to ensure that God’s integrity 
is honoured and that the corrosive influence of those who thwart God’s purpose is 
removed from the community. That is Luke’s central concern. With this dramatic 
representation of the sudden demise of Ananias and Sapphira, Luke aims to 
underline the deadly seriousness of the church’s calling to offer a faithful witness to 
its Lord and Messiah, and to be a vital sign of the new life of the last days (Acts 1. 
17). Stories of individual repentance and forgiveness feature elsewhere in his 
narrative (Acts 8. 18-24). Here Luke’s focus is the holiness of the church – the word 
ecclesia is used for the first time in verse 11. There is no place for deceit and 
hypocrisy; there is no place for greed amongst those in whom the Spirit of truth and 
love has come to dwell!  
 
Instead, a church which is governed by the Spirit will seek in every way possible to 
practise and to promote the values of the love and the justice which are hallmarks of 
the coming reign of God. A church which takes Luke seriously will understand that, in 
so far as it merely accepts the social and economic distinctions of wider society, and 
continues to tolerate the pretences of tax evaders and so neglect its duty of care to 
the poor, it attracts God’s judgement. But to the extent that it exercises and 
commends the grace of giving, it will be the conduit of healing and wholeness for 
many, as the short hyperbolic coda to our story makes abundantly evident.  
 
The message for us 
 
What is true for the church is of course true for the world. It is reasonable to 
extrapolate from this picture of ‘commonwealth’ within the church a message for 
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society as a whole. There is a correlation between the solidarity of any community 
and its overall strength.  When the relentless push to acquire more and more wealth 
at any cost goes unchallenged, the health and security of that society as a whole is 
threatened. And when deceit and duplicity are employed in systemic ways to further 
those ends, then social cohesion is dangerously undermined.  
 
Companies which do not pay their fair share towards the common good do not only 
deprive others of the resources they need to maintain a healthy standard of living. 
They also risk damage to themselves: the loss of reputation and of custom in the 
event of the exposure of their fraud; the loss even of the healthy workforce or the 
efficient infrastructure they need to sustain their creation of wealth - for want of 
adequate public investment. Deceitful and unethical behaviour is bad business, and 
can lead to an early demise, just as the story of Ananias and Sapphira shows. The 
truth is that everyone stands to gain from the just distribution of wealth. If the 
average person or family does not have sufficient resources, they cannot buy what 
companies produce – and that is the direction in which we are moving at the present 
time.   
 
This a gospel message that needs to go out loud and clear. Societal flourishing does 
not just happen. It takes courage and tenacity to speak out for an honest 
reassessment of our actions and our values. In an increasingly divided and unequal 
world, it is absolutely right to insist that one of the most effective ways of addressing 
systemic injustice and its inherent threat to all is the establishing of a fair and 
equitable tax system. Paying our fair share of tax is a way of demonstrating that we 
love our neighbour as ourselves. 
 
Questions for discussion: 
   

1. What did you think of this application of the story of Ananias and Sapphira? 
Had such an interpretation occurred to you before? Do you think it is 
legitimate? 

2. If it isn’t legitimate, where are the weaknesses to be found? 
3. Is it justified to extrapolate from stories coming from such a different historical 

context to address issues such as Tax Justice today? If so, why – and if not, 
why not? 

4. What do you feel you might want to do now – if anything – to address the issue 
of Tax Justice? 

 
 
 
 
This Bible Study is offered with thanks for the faithfulness of the MTJN as a network of 
people who have been calling Methodists to recognise how the campaign for tax justice is 
intrinsic to an adequate understanding of Christian mission today. Tax Justice is a wake-up 
call to the enormous damage being inflicted on poor people here and across the globe, and 
particularly on developing nations, by significant numbers of transnational corporations and 
wealthy individuals who contrive successfully to avoid paying billions of pounds in taxes 
every year. And yet their devious and duplicitous tax evasion strategies, devised by large 
firms of accountants, lawyers and bankers, have until very recently been tacitly accepted as 
somehow ‘normal’ by the rich nations of the world. We in the church are not exempt from the 
cultural and spiritual deafness that prosperity engenders. It is time to hear the call.  



17 
 

Bibliography 
 

Alexander, L. (2006) Acts: The People’s Bible Commentary, Abingdon: BRF 
Barrett, C. K. (2002) The Acts of the Apostles: A Shorter Commentary, London: T&T Clark 
Capper, B. (1998) ‘Reciprocity and the Ethics of Acts’ in Marshall, I.H & Peterson, D eds., 
Witness to the Gospel: The Theology of Acts, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 
Cranfield, C.E.B (1950) ‘Fellowship’ in Richardson, A. ed.; A Theological Wordbook of the 
Bible , London SCM 
Dunn, J.D.G. (2006/1977) Unity and Diversity in the New Testament, London: SCM  
Fitzmeyer, J.A. (1998) The Acts of the Apostles, New York: Doubleday  
Gaventa, B.R. (2003) Acts, Nashville: Abingdon Press 
Gonzalez, J.L. (2001) Acts: The Gospel of the Spirit, Maryknoll: Orbis 
Gooder, P. (2008) ‘In Search of the Early Church’ in Mannion, G. & Mudge, L.S. eds., The 
Routledge Companion to the Christian Church, Abingdon: Routledge 
Haslam, D. (2014) The Bible and Tax: A Fresh Application of Sabbath Economics, Methodist 
Tax Justice Network 
Harrill, J.A. (2011) Divine Judgment against Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5. 1-11): A Stock 
Scene of Perjury and Death, Journal of Biblical Literature 130, no.2 (2011): 351-369 
Jones, M. (2014) Investigating our Investments, Methodist Tax Justice Network 
Murphy, R. (2012) The Courage to Pay: tax, faith, honesty and business, The 2012 Beckly 
Lecture, Methodist Tax Justice Network   
Murphy, R & Christensen, J. (2013) Tax us if you can, 2nd edition Tax Justice Network  
Penner, T. (2004) ‘Madness in the Method? The Acts of the Apostles in Current Study’, 
Currents in Biblical Research 2.2: 223-293  
Ritchie, A (2014) ‘Tax and Government’ in Tax for the Common Good, Christian Aid 
Robinson, A.B. & Wall, R.W. (2006) Called to be Church, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 
Wall, R.W. (2002) ‘The Acts of the Apostles’ in Keck, L. E. ed., New Interpreter’s Bible Vol X, 
Nashville: Abingdon 
Wright, N.T. (2008) Acts for Everyone Part 1, London: SPCK 

 

Revd Deborah Mallett 
 

 
 

  



18 
 

 

 
The Story of the Manna (Exodus 16) 

 
The first lesson which God taught the people of Israel, after they had followed Moses 
out of Egypt, was – according to the tradition – an economic one. In a place called 
Marah, on the first stage of their journey to the ‘Promised Land’ it is said that ‘there 
the Lord laid down a statute and rule of life’ (Ex. 15, 25). God goes on to say that if 
they follow it they will never bring upon themselveso any of the sufferings 
experienced by the Egyptians. 
 
So the people set out on the next stage and some six weeks after they left Egypt 
they arrive in the interestingly named ‘wilderness of Sin’. And there is nothing to eat 
so – as people do – they begin to grumble. ‘We could have died in comfort, in Egypt, 
where there was plenty of food and fun. But you’ve brought us into this miserable 
place to starve!’ 
 
‘Chill, Moses,’ says God, ‘I shall rain down bread from heaven. Every day the people 
can go out and gather food for the day – and we’ll see if they follow my instructions. 
On the sixth day they need to gather twice as much, as there’s no work on the 
Sabbath’. So Moses and Aaron told the people to lay off moaning at them, that God 
had heard their problem, and very soon they would be belting out Alleluias. They 
would have bread in the morning and meat in the evening, and if they wanted to 
moan any more, moan at God. 
 
That evening a flock of quails flew in, about three feet from the ground (Num. 11, 
32), and settled over the whole camp. Then next morning there was a heavy fall of 
dew, but when the dew had evaporated, fine flakes lay on the ground, like frost. 
When the people saw it they said ‘Manna’ (a translation might be ‘What is it?’). 
Apparently it was like coriander seed, but white, and tasted like a honey wafer. 
(Scholars suggest it might have been a secretion of the tamarind tree, which drops 
and solidifies in the cool of the night, and which is still gathered by the inhabitants of 
that area today). 
 
Moses said, ‘That’s the bread God has given you to eat. Gather as much as you 
need, say an omer (about 4.5 litres) for everyone in the family’. So the people did as 
they were told, some gathered more and some less, but when they measured it by 
the omer - whatever had been gathered was just the right amount. Moses told them 
not to try and keep any of it till tomorrow. Some did, but it went rancid and bred 
maggots, at which Moses got very cross.  
 
Every morning, the head of each household gathered as much as was needed, but it 
melted away as the sun got up. On the sixth day they gathered twice as much, two 
omers each. The community leaders came and told Moses what they’d done - he 
told them to boil and bake what you need, and leave the rest till morning. They did as 
they were told – and this time no maggots! Moses reiterated that there would not be 
any manna that day, as it would never turn up on the Sabbath (clever tamarind 
trees…?).  
 



19 
 

Some unbelievers sneaked out to try and find some – but there was nothing there. 
God said to Moses, ‘How long will this bunch refuse to do what I tell them? Everyone 
knows you are supposed to rest on the seventh day, that’s why you get double on 
the sixth. Tell them to stay home on the Sabbath, take some family time, read and 
think!’  
 
Under God’s instructions they kept an omer of the manna in a jar, in front of the Ark 
of the Covenant, as a reminder for future generations. They ate the manna for forty 
years until they arrived at Canaan’s border. Exodus does not record how bored the 
people got with their diet, but apparently they survived. However the Bible does tell 
us (Numbers 11.32-34) that those who tried to eat too many quails got sick, and 
some of them died. Which is what may happen if you don’t listen to God….   
 
The Economics of the Torah 
 
Ched Myers, in his commentary on Exodus 16 says, ‘This is not primarily a feeding 
miracle, nor a morality tale about trust (as is usually taught in our churches)’, but a 
story about the importance of following God’s instructions. It is a test to see if Israel 
will do with God’s gifts what he tells them to do. Myers says, ‘I believe it represents a 
parable about… the co-operative, egalitarian lifeway that sustained human beings for 
tens of thousands of years prior to the rise of concentrated agriculture, cities and 
eventually imperial economies based on slavery’. It illustrates human dependence – 
not upon labour or technology – but upon the ‘divine economy of grace’. 
 
This vision is very different to economics as we know it – it teaches that with sharing, 
all will have enough, that surplus accumulation encourages a concentration of wealth 
and that the Sabbath is essential to human flourishing. It was also different from the 
expectations of the people of Israel. Hence perhaps the name, ‘What is it?’ or ‘What 
is this?’ Myers says this is what anthropologists call ‘generalised reciprocity’, a 
subsistence culture of co-operation and sharing that characterised all hunter-
gatherer societies from antiquity to the present.  
 
The social justice code of Exodus 23 extends the Sabbath cycle to years as well as 
days. The Sabbath year restrains the activity of the ‘productive’ members of the 
economy and restores equilibrium by recognising the contribution of those whom the 
economy has marginalised. Leviticus builds on this (25, 1-15), introducing the idea of 
Jubilee (or ‘Super Sabbath’), debt-release every fifty years, to hedge against the 
inevitable tendency of human societies to concentrate wealth and power in the 
hands of a few (sound familiar?). In Biblical times, when the harvest or the weather 
was poor the peasants had to offer their land as collateral for food and seeds, and if 
they failed again, they lost their land. Isaiah in chapter 5 rails against this process of 
economic stratification by which the wealthy ‘added house to house and field to field’. 
It was a betrayal of Israel’s vocation to practise God’s justice. 
 
The Deuteronomist warns against the tightening of credit in the year just prior to the 
seventh year, (15.7-11). The seventh sabbath year also applies to debt-slaves, not 
only freeing them but requiring that they be provided with enough resources to make 
it on their own (12-17). Whether the community will enjoy the blessing of the land 
depends on its faithfulness to the Sabbath discipline, which is grounded in the 
memory of being liberated from Egyptian slavery (Deut. 5.13-15; 15.15). 
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There is also an environmental dimension to the story. The Sabbath regulations 
were essential to give the land its periodic rest. They seek to prevent human efforts 
to control nature and ‘maximise the forces of production’. Says Myers, ‘Because the 
earth belongs to God and its fruits are a gift, the people should distribute those fruits 
justly, instead of seeking to own and hoard them’. Sabbath observance also requires 
a leap of faith, that the world will still provide for all seven days. Putting the jar of 
manna before the Ark meant that every Sabbath the people were reminded of the 
two main principles of Sabbath Economics - ‘the aim of “enough” for everyone, and 
the prohibition on accumulation’. 
 
Questions for discussion: 
 

1. What did you think was the message of the Manna Story before you read 
this? 

Is it fair to say it has usually been taught in churches as a ‘feeding miracle’ (cf. the 
feeding of the five thousand), and/or a morality tale about trusting that God will 
always provide? 
 

2. How does the above interpretation of the story strike you?  
Does it really hold water? Are the real lessons that God’s economy requires sharing 
and distribution, a limit on accumulation and the discipline of time off – on the 
Sabbath or whenever? And if we don’t follow God’s advice we limit human 
flourishing? 
 

3. If they are the real lessons, how can we best try to follow God’s advice? 
Do we talk enough about money in our churches, what we do with it, as individuals, a 
church and a nation? Do we recognise the contribution of wealth-creators, and 
equally the contribution of those without whose work the wealth could not be 
created? What should be the principles of a fair distribution system – would a just tax 
system lie at the heart of that? 
 

4. Try writing a letter to your MP, to pass on to the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, about how we might create a ‘Manna Economy’, as 
instructed by God in Exodus 16. 

You might get some good ideas from the last chapter of Richard Murphy’s The Joy of 
Tax. 
 
This study draws heavily on the booklet ‘Sabbath Economics’ by Ched Myers (out of 
print); more of his thinking can be found in my ‘Bible and Tax’ , published by MTJN. 
 
‘The Joy of Tax’, by Richard Murphy, is published by Bantam (2015). 
Biblical quotes are loosely based on the Revised English Bible. 
 

 
Revd David Haslam (& Ched Myers) 
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Why Tax Justice? 
 
Tax justice is an issue which has gradually emerged over the last decade as a crucial way of 
addressing the great inequalities in our global economic system, and slowing down the pace 
at which those inequalities are increasing. People are increasingly aware of headlines such 
as: 
Amazon results reveal British sales of £5.3bn but tax bill of just £12m. 
HSBC prepares to overhaul board after Swiss tax scandal 
Six of biggest 10 firms pay no UK corporation tax 
Eight people own as much as half the world’s population 
America’s corporate giants hoarding close to $1.7 trillion offshore 
How the rich and famous hid money in Panama 
In 2015 in Ireland Apple paid a tax rate of only 0.005% on its European profits  
 
In the meantime, we learned from the Vice President’s address to the 2016 Methodist 
Conference that 1 in 4 children in the UK live in poverty, 300,000 of them face destitution, 
one in every 133 people is a refugee or displaced person, every 90 seconds a child dies due 
to water-related disease, and water scarcity affects four out of every ten people. And both in 
the UK and around the world, large powerful companies and wealthy individuals are dodging 
the taxes which would either ensure that such things could be prevented, or help those 
affected. 
 
As the President of Conference 2016 said in his address, ‘We grow in holiness as we seek 
to embody in our actions the deep convictions that flow from our faith….. we need to 
translate these convictions into commitments that express the life we have discovered in 
Christ… (this means) paying our taxes and holding to account those companies who 
don’t….’ It is our responsibility to pay tax, it is money belonging to the community of which 
we are part. 
 
The MTJN was formed in 2013 to encourage and help Methodists to address this 
challenging and sometimes complex issue. But it is not so complex that the basics cannot be 
understood. We seek to address the politicians making the rules, the companies who try to 
influence those rules, and the rich who try to avoid them. We have published leaflets and 
booklets about the way tax works, how Zambia is cheated of tax income, what the Bible 
teaches about Tax, how Cadburys pays so little corporation tax, how the Methodist Church 
invests in tax-avoiding companies, who are the main players as we campaign for a fairer 
system and how to create a fairer system, a ‘New Earth’. We have had letters and articles 
published in church & national newspapers, asked questions at Bank AGMs, written to 
politicians and delivered a Petition to 10 Downing St. We have sent resolutions to the 
Methodist Conference and spoken at Synods, and we have prepared this selection of 
worship materials – hymns, prayers and bible studies. 
 
Sometimes we’re told we can’t expect wealthy individuals or rich companies to willingly pay 
tax, it is politicians and bureaucrats who are responsible. We point out companies have 
great influence in how tax rules are written, often they help write them. What is needed is 
‘counter-vailing power’ which says ‘No! We want fairness and justice in our economic 
system, at home and abroad’. We are therefore asking congregations, of whatever 
denomination, to become a Tax Justice Congregation and carry out as many as they can 
of the ideas below. It is not suggested that all the ideas should be taken up at once! Much 
better would be a phased process, beginning with awareness-building and developing 
gradually, hoping to achieve most of the ideas below over a two or three-year period. We are 
in this for the long haul! 
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Becoming A Tax Justice Congregation 
(Methodist-based, but open to all!) 
 
A Tax Justice Congregation/Parish/Synod will: 
 

1) Commit to learning more about the tax justice issue, including the use of 
material from the Methodist Tax Justice Network (MTJN), Christian Aid, the Tax 
Justice Network and other relevant bodies; appoint a ‘tax justice champion’ to 
help the church keep its eye on the tax justice ball, and include the work of 
MTJN and all fighting for tax justice in any prayer lists, plan a ‘Tax Justice 
Sunday’ to focus on the issue say once a year (if wished using MTJN worship 
resources), and when possible support the MTJN financially; 

 
2) If it holds investments examine them to see if any are held in companies 

identified in the MTJN report ‘Investigating our Investments,’ and its updates, 
and write to the companies asking them if they are transparent in their tax 
dealings, are they undertaking country-by-country reporting and how else they 
are addressing Tax Justice; if Methodist, and holding investments in the funds 
of the Central Finance Board, it will obtain and examine the CFB’s policy, and 
ask what it is doing to address tax dodging by the companies in which it invests 
– if not Methodist, enquire of your own denomination investment body what is 
being done to address tax justice; 

 
3) Engage in correspondence with the local MP, and through her or him with 

relevant Government Ministers, as and when issues appear in the press or 
when requested to do so by the MTJN e-bulletins; also, while we still have them, 
find out where your MEPs from the different parties stand on tax issues, and 
how they are supporting European Commission and Parliamentary initiatives to 
deal with tax dodging; 

 
4) Raise the issue in wider fora, eg. local Churches Together, District, Regional 

and National Synods; note that Methodist Circuits and Districts, and Anglican or 
Catholic Dioceses may own, or have some responsibility for, substantial 
investments; 

 
5) If you go on holiday to a tax haven, make lots of enquiries as to how the place 

raises its taxes, whether there is a proper social security system, and what will 
happen to its economy if tax havens are – as we hope - eventually eradicated. 

 
For further information see our website, www.mtjn.org.uk, or find us on Facebook at 
www.facebook.com/MethodistTaxJusticeNetwork 
Adopted by the Methodist Tax Justice Network, January 2017 
 

Revd David Haslam 
 


