In His Image

Luke 20:20 And they watched him, and sent forth spies, which should feign themselves just men, that they might take hold of his words, that so they might deliver him unto the power and authority of the governor. 21 And they asked him, saying, Master, we know that thou sayest and teachest rightly, neither acceptest thou the person of any, but teachest the way of God truly: 22 Is it lawful for us to give tribute unto Caesar, or no? 23 But he perceived their craftiness, and said unto them, Why tempt ye me? 24 Shew me a penny. Whose image and superscription hath it? They answered and said, Caesar's. 25 And he said unto them, Render therefore unto Caesar the things which be Caesar's, and unto God the things which be God's. 26 And they could not take hold of his words before the people: and they marvelled at his answer, and held their peace.

The Set Up  

This is one more attempt by the religious hierarchy of the day to find a way to cause trouble for Jesus.  Day by day His influence was growing among the people.   As His influence grew the authority and power of the corrupt priesthood was eroded. Let me say this is one time I could almost find myself in agreement with the priests.  Here is the question they asked:

Is it lawful for us to give tribute unto Caesar, or no?

It is a question about taxes.  Specifically Jews (us) God’s chosen people, the people of covenant, to pay taxes to an idol-worshipping oppressor. They also did not leave Christ any wiggle room.  “Is it lawful, or not?”  Had Christ fallen into the trap it would have caused trouble for Him on two fronts.

1. If He says no they then can go to the Roman governor and claim that Jesus is undermining the authority of Rome.  The quickest way to get into it with a government always involves taxes.

2. If He comes out with a simple yes it will create problems with the people.  A straight yes here would seemingly undermine His claim to be the Messiah who would deliver them from the oppression of Rome. 

The priest felt sure they would get Him into trouble with the Roman government or at the least undermine His influence with the people.  So the seemingly foolproof trap is set.  

Lessons Of The Escape
As usual it did not take a whole lot for Christ to escape the trap.  When Matthew recorded this story in Matthew 22:18 he records that Jesus openly called them hypocrites.  In Mark 4 the Bible tells you that Jesus only spoke to them in parables, illustrative stories that would clarify truth.  What these guys did not know is that when they got up that day the parable was in their pocket.  

Luke 20:24 Shew me a penny. Whose image and superscription hath it?

This is important because there was more than one kind of currency that they could have been using.  If I ask you to pull out a penny we all know whose image will be on it.  Good old Abe.  But it was a legitimate question because there was more than one kind of currency.  Obviously the best currency to use was Roman.  It was the most universally accepted, it had the most purchasing power, it was the safest, but it was not the only kind.  So it is a legitimate question and the answer will cut right to the heart of their hypocrisy.  

Luke 20:24 They answered and said, Caesar's.
So, you want to use Caesar’s money for your commerce.  You want the benefit of its purchasing power, you want to enjoy its universal acceptance.  You obviously don’t mind being paid with Caesar’s money.  You have accepted it as the instrument of your commerce.  You have been getting a maximum exchange rate for the Roman denarius. You are carrying it around in your pocket.  You have received it. But then you want a pass on paying taxes on it. 
Shouldn’t the question be something more like “Is it right for us to receive, exchange, and use Caesar’s money?”   

Jesus changed the nature of their question.  It is no longer a matter of what is lawful, but what is the right thing to do.  If you are going to use Caesar’s money then it is only right that you pay him tribute/tax.   In His simple question Christ gives us glimmerings of all kinds of spiritual lessons.  

What is right is always more important than what is lawful.  

They wanted to know if it was lawful to pay taxes.  Jesus basically shows them that it is not a matter of what is lawful, but what is right.  If you are using Caesar’s money under His protection it is only right to pay him tribute. Religious people are always more concerned with what is lawful, what they can or cannot legally do than with what is right.  

I Corinthians 6:12 All things are lawful unto me, but all things are not expedient: all things are lawful for me, but I will not be brought under the power of any.

Basically it is not always a question of what can I legally get away with but what should I do.   The question here is not what is lawful, but what is right?  This is Christian maturity.  You don’t need someone standing around you telling you what you can and cannot do, you need wisdom, discernment and discipline to know & do the right things.  

With the same measure…

They were trying to trap Christ with a question about a Roman coin and He torched them with a question about that self-same coin.   They were questioning the legality of taxes when they had completely bought into the commerce system of Rome.   They were not morally conflicted about paying taxes to Caesar, if they were that bothered by it they would not have Roman coins in their pockets.  They were just looking for a little loophole to nail Christ with.  Jesus uses the same coin to put them in their place, opening up yet another spiritual principle. 

Matthew 7:2 For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.
You think you are going to trap me with a coin?  Let’s talk about that coin. 

Luke 20:24 Shew me a penny. Whose image and superscription hath it? They answered and said, Caesar's. 25 And he said unto them, Render therefore unto Caesar the things which be Caesar's.

Don’t carry Roman coins around, be a part of the Roman economy and try to get me to give you an out on your taxes. 

Don’t try to hang me up with some obscure legal technicality when your whole lifestyle could be called into question. 

Don’t question me in areas you don’t want to answer questions yourself.
I am more than certain that by that point they just wanted Jesus to just let it go.  They probably already had plans to beat the idiot that came up with this little trap.  They are just hoping to quietly slip away but Jesus is just getting started and really has not even got to the real heart of the matter yet.   All of this is great, and it is important, remains so to this day.  (Ethics, and how we will interact with our world.)  But the greatest lesson of this day is yet to come.  

Whose Image?
Luke 20:25 And he said unto them, Render therefore unto Caesar the things which be Caesar's, and unto God the things which be God's.
The thing that made it right, not just lawful, but right to pay tribute to Caesar was the fact that his image was on that coin.  Law is about what you can get away with.  Right is about what you should do, and Jesus said if Caesar’s image is on it then the right thing, the reasonable thing is for you to give tribute to Caesar, but then you have to apply that same logic to God.  Caesar has a right to that coin because it bears his image. 

Genesis 1:27 So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them.

If it is right and reasonable that Caesar have a claim to the coins bearing his image then is it not right that God have a claim on the beings that bear His image?  Jesus is making an obvious, pointed, and clear reference to Genesis 1.  And the message is as simple as it is clear, it is right for you to pay tribute to the one whose image is on the coin, likewise the one whose image you bear. 

It is right that you should worship God. 

It is right that you should live your life in service to Him. 
It is right that your highest aspirations should be about His kingdom. 

It is right that your life be poured out as an offering for Him.

It is right that His will be pre-eminent in your life. 

Your bear His image.  It was stamped on you at creation and like it or not you are in His image and that demands a tribute.  Praise is not about power for you.  Worship is not simply an extension of your thanks for blessings received.  Praises unto God are not a means to an end, a simple method of getting closer.  It is a tribute that is owed because of the image stamped on us.  

Romans 12:1  I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service.

It is right that you be consecrated to God. 

It is right that you live holy. 

It is right that your life be an offering and sacrifice to God. 

You bear His image. 

God has a claim on us, on our life, on all we are and all we do.  Just like a tax man trying to tax everything.  God has a claim on our very beings because we carry His image. 

Collosians 3:1 Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. 2  Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.  3 For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. 5 Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. 6 Because of these, the wrath of God is coming. 7 You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. 8  But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. 9  Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices 10  and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator.

I Chronicles 16:29 Give unto the LORD the glory due unto his name: bring an offering, and come before him: worship the LORD in the beauty of holiness.

Three times (Psalm 96:8/29:2) the Bible tells you that there is glory due unto the Lord.  But each time it also says your worship should take place in the context of holiness, a life lived with consecration before God.  It is not just what you do in this house that is worship but God has put a claim against the very way you live your life.  There is glory due unto Him by virtue of the fact that you bear His image so pay it by worshipping Him in the beauty of holiness, a life consecrated to God.  

Image Eroded 

Some believe that we lost that image at the fall of man.  Not entirely.  We are like old coins that are well worn.  But if you look closely you can still see the faint outlines of the original impression.  The image may be eroded but there is enough left for God to make a claim.  

Do you know what silences my worship? 

Do you know what many times strangles my praise?

Do you know why some people don’t  even try to live the life they know would really give Him the glory due His name?  

We feel like that image is so eroded.  There is just not much left.  Other things have been carved into our souls and into our minds.  It is not that I don’t want to worship.  It is not that I am too lazy or too tired. It is not that I don’t want to live better.  I just feel like perhaps that image is so ground down, so worn off that my tribute would not be accepted.  I can see a lowly beggar in frayed and ragged clothes extending a worn, stained denarius to the mighty Caesar.  And Caesar’s lip curling in disgust as he looks at the offering that He in no way needs and it is just not worth getting his hands dirty to receive it.  And sometimes I feel like…maybe…maybe that is what my praise & my life looks like to Him.  Why would he lay claim to my wretched, confused life?  It can be of no value to Him.  

But it is not for the coin to question.  And the economy of God is a whole lot different than that of Caesar.  

I Corinthians 1:26  Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. 27  But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. 28  He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things--and the things that are not--to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him.
Luke 4:18 The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised,

The kingdom of God is like a shepherd who had a hundred sheep, yet went out looking for one little lost worthless lamb. 

The kingdom of God is like a woman with a whole handful of coins, but lost one, so she turned her whole house upside down looking for it. 

His feet hit the shore of Gaddara and a naked demoniac comes staggering out of the tombs  and Christ receives His praise. 

She burst in on the gathering of the influential and Christ silenced them all to receive the praise of the street walking prostitute.  

A little widow quietly comes among the great men and lays a penny in the offering and Christ said it was the greatest offering given.  (what He thinks about my offering of praise) 

The economy of His kingdom is different and because we bear His image it is right, no matter how worn down that image is that we praise & worship Him.

Psalm 150:6 Let (allow) every thing that hath breath praise the LORD.
