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                           Theme:  WHOSE ARE YOU? 

15Then the Pharisees went and plotted to entrap him in what he said.  16So they sent their disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, "Teacher, we know that you are sincere, and teach the way of God in accordance with truth, and show deference to no one; for you do not regard people with partiality.  17Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?"  18But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, "Why are you putting me to the test, you hypocrites?  19Show me the coin used for the tax." And they brought him a denarius.  20Then he said to them, "Whose head is this, and whose title?"  21They answered, "The emperor's." Then he said to them, "Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor's, and to God the things that are God's."  22When they heard this, they were amazed; and they left him and went away.
In Nomine Jesu

+ + +

You’ve probably noticed that we’ve spent the past three weeks at worship speaking about parables of Jesus … parables about doing (or not doing) what God wanted or submitting (or not submitting) to God’s authority.  And you may even remember that God played a bunch of different parts – father, landowner, and king.  
Well, this week we move out of parables – those stories that Jesus used to teach things about life in God’s Kingdom.  We move out of parables into real life.  We move out of the parable world to the real world of death and taxes.

That’s right, in today’s text, we’re talking about – guess what? – taxes.  Well, really we’re talking about a group known as the Herodians who tried to trap Jesus with a question about taxes … tried to trap him into an error that could have let them put him in prison – even have him killed.
Now the “Herodians” were a radical faction within the Jewish community who very openly supported the Roman government.  Those Romans, you may remember, had invaded their country and held the Jewish people under their absolute control for a long time.  And these “Herodians” not only thought that this was OK but also were really unpopular with their fellow Jews because they thought paying taxes to the Romans was a great idea.  
Here’s what they figured when they tried to trap Jesus.  If they got Jesus to say that the Jews shouldn’t pay taxes to the Romans, the Romans who ruled with an iron fist could put him in jail for insurrection.  If they got Jesus to say that the Jews should pay taxes, the majority of the Jews would consider him a blasphemer and they could call him a heretic … even have him killed.

Well, those “Herodians”  should have known that anybody who tried to trick or trap Jesus had made a really bad decision.  But they didn’t … or they figured they could get by with it.
So they smugly started to spring their well-planned trap.  They started by buttering Jesus up – never a bad strategy if you’re trying to get your opponent a bit off balance.  They called him “sincere” – isn’t that a bit patronizing? – and they called him a “Godly teacher” and “one who taught the truth.”  They were saying that he’d passed their “orthodoxy test” – (we might call it a “political correctness test” today – like those hoping to be elected used to have to do in US political debates).  They just wanted Jesus to have his defenses down.
And they even “stroked” him a bit more.  They talked about how fair he was.  He doesn’t let other people – what they think or what they say – determine his teachings or his actions.  “He’s his own man,” they were pointing out, and stood on his own two feet.  Strong stock.  And by now they figured they had Jesus in the palms of their hands.  You can almost see the sly grins creeping across their faces as they were about to spring the trap.

Tell us, then, what you think.  Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?

Until this week I had forgotten that it took until 1789 for Ben Franklin to come up with his famous “In this world nothing is certain but death and taxes” line.  But I suspect that even Ben’s answer wouldn’t have satisfied Jesus’ opponents.  They got around to testing Jesus about death in the verses that follow our text, but in this text they just couldn’t let go of taxes.  And on this one Jesus had their number.

Why are you putting me to the test, you hypocrites?

And then he turned the tables on them.  He asked them to show him a coin used to pay taxes – the Romans wouldn’t accept anything but their own currency – and they produced one.  And now Jesus got to ask the questions:

Whose head is this, and whose title?
Oh,oh!  Now they were caught in their own trap.  You see, the Roman’s coins had the picture of their emperor on the coin and the coin even included an inscription describing him not just as their political leader but also as a god.  Because of that, the strictest Jews thought that to even possess such a coin was to possess an idol – and to be guilty of idolatry, one of the most awful sins a devout Jew could be accused of.  And now they had those very coins in their pockets.  So Jesus said to them,

Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, 

and to God the things that are God’s

What a marvelously “loaded” response.  And even better, that word “give” in the original Greek language of our text is packed with meaning.  It’s not like “give a gift” or “give a lift” or anything like that.  It carries the special meaning of “giving something back” – giving back something that already belongs to someone else.

Well, of course, those malicious questioners were stymied.  The coin had Caesar’s inscription on it.  So if it was his coin and he asked for taxes from it those taxes were rightly his.  But so were all the other Roman coins those folk had in their pockets or sacks or backpacks or banks or whatever.  Whose were they?  Whose was all that they had?  That, in fact, became the truly big question for them and all who heard the question from Jesus.  That question is really, WHOSE ARE YOU?

Jesus said the coins were Caesar’s because his image was on them.  So, if that same test applies when asked of them – and us – about whose we are, the question is “whose image is on us?”
And there’s only one faithful answer to that from Holy Scripture.  We find it several times on the Bible’s very earliest pages.
Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; … so God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them.”  (Genesis 1:26,27)
This is the list of the descendants of Adam.  When God created humankind, he made them in the likeness of God.  (Genesis 5:1)

… for in his own image God made humankind.  (Genesis 9:6)

That’s whose we are … in whose likeness we’re fashioned, with whose image we are stamped.  So, WHOSE ARE YOU?  God’s, that’s whose.  Not your own, not your spouse’s, not your parent’s, not your children’s.  Not your boss’s, not your company’s.  Not Uncle Sam’s, or anybody else’s.  You are God’s.  Every bit of you.  Everything you have and are.  Even if you carry a few coins or bills  in your pocket that carry the image of the USA.  All of you is God’s.  

And since, by the way, the USA and all the other world’s powers -- political or social or economic – have their roots in human beings, they all belong to God too.  And that’s exactly Jesus’ point.

Oh, it may look like some government or business or some person or group owns you – at least a little bit of you – but they don’t.  You are God’s.  That’s WHOSE YOU ARE.  All of you … all of me … all of us:  God’s.  So, in the words of Jesus,
Give, therefore, to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, 

and to God the things that are God’s.

And that left those Herodians in a bind.  But it also leaves us in a bind.  A big bind.  

If we’re God’s … and all of what we have and are belong to God … how do we measure up in terms of “giving to God the things that are God’s”?

Well, we’re here, aren’t we?  That’s an hour, not a bad start.  But what about the other 167 hours this week?  “Hey pastor,” I see some of you wanting to ask, “did you forget about our last work day … and Women’s Bible Study … and choir … and that project I’m working on … and ....”  OK, OK I’ll give you that.  Another five, six, seven hours?  What about the other 160 is what this text asks us.

Or think about money.  “Well, I’m putting something into the plate this morning.  Pretty decent gift, I might add, especially compared to some others I see.”  Oh, is that right?  Well, what is it?  1% -- 3% -- 10% -- 15% of your resources?  Impressive?  Jesus asks, “What are you doing with the other 85% – 90% -- 97% -- 99%? – I’m just as concerned about that.  The bigger part that far too many of us cling to so desperately.  
And what about all those things you can do – you know, the stuff that you’re especially good at, probably better than most folks you know?  What about those parts of you?  Your gifts?  Your skills?  Your abilities.  And what about …

Well, you know what I mean, right?  When asked this way it’s a text that makes us (what a great preacher named William Willimon calls) “Permanently Uneasy.”  “Permanently Uneasy” because no matter how much time I give living the life Jesus calls me to live, how much of my financial resource I devote to the causes Jesus calls me to support (including myself and my family, by the way), or how much I share of what I am and am able to be and do … when that question WHOSE ARE YOU? comes up again I’m … well … “Permanently Uneasy.”
Especially when compared with the only one who ever lived and gave and offered in the way the Kingdom of God asks us.   Especially when compared to Jesus who held nothing back of himself, even life and love itself, and gave it all for us and for our salvation.  That’s “Whose We Are.”  By baptism, and the cross of Calvary marked on us in that moment.  By God’s ongoing call in each and every day of our lives.  We’re Jesus’ – we’re God’s – that’s “Whose We Are.”

And all of our lives as Jesus’ disciples are spent asking the question of whether our lives show it in the way we give and live and love and serve.  That’s the question of Christian discipleship and today’s text reminds us that it’s not a new question we’re hearing … WHOSE ARE YOU? … however “Permanently Uneasy” it may be for us.  It’s been there our whole lives.  It’s the answer God calls us to ponder and live out each day … all day … every day of all of our lives.  WHOSE ARE YOU?

In the Name of Jesus.

AMEN.
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