Exegetical Point: God’s image is on all things – consider that in all questions.

Focus Statement: God’s desires that his people live with the principle that he owns all things.

Function Statement: That my hearers would realign their priorities in recognition of the image of God.

Introduction
They say we live in a visual age.  A time saturated, controlled and manipulated by images.  Earlier on in this political season the half flippant advice given to Republicans was vote for Mitt Romney, he has the best hair.  I think somewhere along the way Sen. Obama was labeled a hunk with a picture of him in swim trucks.  What those people giving advice with a hesitant chuckle were really thinking was “oh my, have we become this shallow” or “Eisenhower, Lincoln, FDR – no way we’d get them today – wouldn’t pass the visual test.”  The first line of advice given to aspiring film makers is to “show it, don’t tell it.”  Telling is boring.  Words are slow and don’t  have immediate appeal.  Use the image.  Let that tell a story.  So what does it mean to be a people gathered around the Word, in the midst of the domination of the image?
Text
Jesus is still teaching in the temple.  The Chief Priests and elders, the big-wigs of Jerusalem, had come out to Jesus in a spitting rage.  Who gave you the authority to do these things?  Just who do you think you are?  And Jesus silenced them with a question, and goes on the offensive telling the three parables we’ve heard the last three weeks.  In each of those parables he convicts the chief priests and the Pharisees – for not accepting the original call to go and work, for not returning the fruits of the work, and for ultimately rejecting the invite to the Wedding Feast – a rejection they will pay for in the destruction of their city.  
So what do the big-wigs do?  They retreat, regroup, enlist support, and stall for time.  The Pharisees went out and laid plans to trap him in his words.  You can hear the silent rage in the plan.  He stumped us with that question about John’s authority.  Let’s turn the tables.  We gotta get this guy.  He made us look like fools.  So, they sent their disciples to Jesus along with the supporters of Herod.  Herod!?!  That Roman puppet?  That half-jew?  That reprobate.  Politics makes strange bedfellows.  Pharisees and Herodians – together.  Who would have thunk it.  And they come at Jesus is such worshipful tones – the flattery given to rulers who can no longer tell yes men from real support.  Teacher, we know how honest you are.  You teach the way of God in truth.  You are impartial and don’t play favorites.  Please answer a question for us.  We want to bask in your wisdom.  Impart an important truth to us.  We must just write down this wisdom for posterity.  Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar?

The supporters of Herod would have loved a yes answer.  Jesus would have immediately been Joe the plumber enlisted in support of the Roman rule.  See, Jesus gets it – Roman rule is good.  The Pharisees would have loved a no answer.  See, Jesus is a hot head warmonger.  Everything he does is just for politics.  We agree with his answer, but now is just not the proper time for Jesus to address this.  Either way, they’ve got him…they think.
Jesus, knowing what they were all about, says: “You bunch of hypocrites, show me the coin for the tax.”  And that is the beginning of the end for this bunch of the 2nd string.  The Chief Priests and the elders knew when they’d been beat and stayed silent.  The eager beavers here jump right up and give Jesus the coin.  They don’t know it yet, but the game is over.  You see, there is this Jewish thing called the 1st commandment (2nd commandment if you are from a reformed tradition) – You shall not have any other god but me, you must not make for yourself an idol of any kind or an image of anything.  Bringing such an image into the temple would be bringing that idol before God.  It would be profaning the temple.  But the disciples of the Pharisees pull out that coin.  
Whose image and inscription are here, says Jesus.  Doh!  That shock that happens when you think you are in control, and they realize – you – don’t – have - a – clue.  Whose image and inscription?  Caesar’s.  More specifically – Tiberius Augustus, Son of the Divine Augustus.  It didn’t need to be said.  It was understood by all.  You brought this coin – this image of the “Son of God” - into the temple.  You answered your own question. You hypocrites.  

But Jesus doesn’t let that stand.  The lesson is not to embarrass the second string.  It is especially not to agree with Tiberian Augustus – “Son of the Divine”.  Jesus expands his teaching.  Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, also give to God what is God’s.  
Application
The command is one based on images and visuals.  Whose coin is it?  It has the image of Caesar – therefore it must be Caesar’s.  Give to Caesar what is his.  Paying taxes is the responsibility of the citizen of Caesar.  The Jews gathered in that temple should have remembered YHWH’s repeated claims of command over all peoples.  The Babylonians and the Assyrians did YHWH’s will in carting the Northern and Southern Kingdoms into exile.  Cyrus, Persian emperor, was the servant of YHWH in sending the Judeans back from exile. In between the Jews had been told by the prophets to pray for the peace and prosperity of their gentile rulers.  They may not have liked it, but the temporal authority was placed there by God for a purpose.  Caesar deserves what is his.

But there is another visual at work.  The word used by Mathew for image is loaded.  It is eixon – where we get our word icon.  It is the same word the translators of the greek old testament used in genesis.  God made man in his own image – icon – male and female he created them.  The coin had the icon of Caesar – so it belonged to Caesar.  We bear the icon of God – so…also give to God what is God’s.

We were not very good at carrying that icon – that image.  Adam and Eve quickly sin.  Cain kills able.  And Adam has third son – Seth – in his own image.  In an image twisted and distorted by sin.  An image that still reflects that of God, but that is corrupted.  A mirror losing its silver.  And humanity has carried that image ever since.  But God did not let that corrupted image stand.  He recreated the icon – the image.  God himself took on the image of man.  That thing that had originally reflected God, now contained God.  Jesus, born of Mary and the Spirit.  The full image of God, and the full image of man.  That one perfect image – that moving picture that did the will of the Father in time on this earth – That one perfect image is the one who delivers us from our imperfection.  That one perfect image – Jesus – is the image we are being conformed and shaped into.  Paul would later say, “For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the icon of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.”  So don’t be conformed to the image of this world.  Don’t be conformed to the image of Caesar.  Don’t be conformed in Adam’s image.  In faith in Jesus, through the Spirit, be transformed, be renewed, be recreated.  Bear the image of the perfect image of both God and Man – that of Jesus Christ.

For centuries people have debated this saying – Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, also to God what is God’s.  It has that cryptic mysterious sense about it that attracts people with too much intellect and time on their hands.  Probably including the guy in this pulpit.  But the amazing thing about most of the sayings of Jesus is their simplicity.  Intellect and time want to make things complex – it makes us feel important.  But Jesus takes a question about politics and taxes of all thing, taxes!?!, and makes it an intensely person plea.
God made you in his image.  He cared about you so much that he took on the task of remaking that image and perfecting it himself.  And he wants you to share in that perfection, that remaking.   Yes, taxes are due.  Yes, in the temporal realm Caesar deserves his due.  But that is just an image pointing to a larger reality - it all belongs to God.  Examine yourself and your own image of yourself.  Is it being conformed to the image of Christ?  Is your image being renewed?  Will your image of yourself include eternal life?  Or is your image bent and twisted by the world and its ways?  Is your image turned in upon itself like some pieces of modern art?    

The Christian life is an exchange of images.  Like those elementary school picture day exchanges – except now the least popular kid has the most wanted image.  We give to God what is his.  This icon that we twisted and distorted through sin.  And God gives us his icon – he gives us the image of His son Jesus.  I asked what does it mean to be a people of the Word in a dominion of images?  It means to have in our possession the one true perfect and everlasting image.  It means to be connected and to be conformed to the creator of all images.  It means to have our twisted image perfected in that Word – the Word made icon, the Word made flesh, Jesus.
May the Lord keep developing you in His image. Amen.
