Sunday 2 September 2012 : Psalm 2 : 1-6 and Matthew 22 : 15-22  
Taxation is a thorny issue. Most of us remember the poll-tax protests of a generation ago. For people to get hot under the collar about taxation is not a new phenomenon. There was a tea party with a difference at Boston Harbour in 1773 because the people of the new North American colony decided : no taxation without representation.  
400 years before that, Wat Tyler and others launched the Peasants’ Revolt against, guess what, the poll-tax. And if you go back another 1300-odd years to Palestine you find the Jewish people fizzing mad at a poll-tax imposed by the Roman Empire – in fact several translations of the Bible, including the latest version of our pew Bible, the New International, specifically identify today’s lesson as being about the poll-tax.

Jewish anger was enhanced by the fact that, not only were they forced to cough up their hard-earned cash to the despised and increasingly immoral imperial authorities in Rome, they also had to contemplate Caesar’s ugly mug every time they handled a coin of the realm. According to the Jewish Law, at Exodus 20.4, Leviticus 26.1 and Deuteronomy 5.8, making what the King James Bible memorably terms a “graven image” was a form of idolatry, deeply offensive to orthodox Jewish sensibilities.

That’s one of the reasons why there were money-lenders in the Temple, you know, the ones Jesus booted out as He drop-kicked their tables all over the place. To offer to God a coin with the grave image of a heathen emperor, especially one who claimed to be a god in his own right, was considered very poor form, and so the workaday coins of the realm were exchanged for kosher coinage that would not risk divine wrath.

Such was the resentment against the Roman Empire and their fiscal policies that the enemies of Jesus sought to exploit it to place Him in a no-win situation. If Jesus said : no, don’t pay the poll-tax, they would have had the greatest of pleasure reporting His subversive anti-government remarks to Pontius Pilate and He’d be arrested. If, on the other hand, Jesus said it was OK to pay the poll-tax, they could expose Him for not upholding the Jewish law on graven images and being a traitor to His own people.

Put in those terms, it seems such a clever and sophisticated ploy, and I’m sure in their tiny conspiracy-theory-loving minds, they thought they’d got Him. Here’s a spiritual lesson that would stand all on its own. Anyone who thinks he’s smarter than the One who commanded the entire universe into being with a Word of authority, anyone who thinks he can win a battle of wits with the Divine Mind who not only set in place the incredibly delicate balance of life on earth but actually breathed that life into being, has a major psychological issue to address. Richard Dawkins, are you listening?

Psalm 2 : Why do the nations conspire and the peoples plot in vain? The kings of the earth rise up and the rulers band together against the Lord and against his anointed, saying, ‘Let us break their chains and throw off their shackles.’ The One enthroned in heaven laughs ; the Lord scoffs at them. To claim to be cleverer than God is a bit like boasting you could lift a dustbin lorry in one hand and a block of flats in the other. 
Somehow Jesus managed to keep His face straight at this latest, pathetic, effort to pull the wool over His eyes, and He did it the way Jewish rabbis often did, replying to one question by asking another. Neither fooled nor flattered by the weasel words of praise that they didn’t mean in the slightest, Jesus asked them to show Him a coin. They did. Right, guys, whose face is on that? Duh – Caesar’s, they chirped back.
So what’s your problem, Jesus retorted. It’s got Caesar’s face on it. It’s got Caesar’s name on it. Let Caesar have it! No big deal. But – and here’s the real point of the story – make sure you give God what belongs to Him. Now, this story has sometimes been taught over the years in ways that are misleading. Jesus isn’t teaching separation of church and state. Jesus isn’t saying there are two equal kingdoms, God and the government, and that each is sovereign in its own domain. That’s what politicians try to tell us on those increasingly rare occasions when the church takes a principled stand, because they don’t want their policies exposed to the light of the Word of God.

But it’s NOT what the Bible teaches, and it’s NOT what Jesus is saying here. This is Jesus setting out very clearly an order of priorities and loyalties. Caesar was entitled to a penny, but God was entitled to everything. In other words, let the systems of this world have the small change. It’s all they can cope with. But for anything that really matters, anything to do with life and integrity and honour, follow the Word of God.

With the greatest respect, governments and banks, big businesses and international organisations, the media and pressure groups, rich and powerful as they may be, have nothing of worth to teach us. It’s what God says that we do well to pay attention to. Psalm 119.105 : Your Word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path. God’s Word, not soundbites from politicians, or editorials in newspapers. In fact, the Bible teaches a lot more sense about banking, business and government than these “experts” do. 
Proverbs 10.22 : The blessing of the Lord brings wealth, without painful toil for it. Deuteronomy 8:18 : Remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you the ability to produce wealth, and so confirms his covenant, which he swore to your ancestors, as it is today. Deuteronomy 28:12 : The Lord will open the heavens, the storehouse of his bounty, to send rain on your land in season and to bless all the work of your hands. You will lend to many nations but will borrow from none
It’s all about the Blessing of the Lord, which is why secular humanists don’t want it, They want God and His Word kept out of government and education ; they trumpet human rights and free speech for anyone other than born-again Christians ; they plead confidentiality to stop parish ministers knowing their flock are in hospital but have no problem selling voters rolls and telephone directories to call centres. By freezing God out, they got the world into this mess, and haven’t a clue how to get out of it. 
God never intended us to try to make sense of life outside the city wall of His fatherly love, wisdom and protection. And it can’t be done. K-n-o-w God, k-n-o-w blessing.  N-o God, n-o blessing. That principle was established right at the very beginning of Scripture. We were made to be like God, and to be in relationship with God. 

And of course the devil, who by pride and arrogance turned away from God, keeps on trying, generation after generation, to persuade people we don’t need God any more, to offer the vision of a brave new world where people are free to do their own thing. See where it’s got us? Why do we so readily adopt the secular world’s agendas and mindsets, when it’s obvious they don’t work? Come on, we ought to know better.

Now, please understand very clearly that none of this means we have a right or a duty to be rude or disrespectful to those with whom we disagree. In Romans 13, Paul tells us that we are to be good, law-abiding citizens – in fact, we should be the best, most law-abiding, most reliable citizens around, as an act of witness. For us to fiddle the tax, break the speed limit, acquire hotel towels, or join in gossip and complaining, wouldn’t paint Jesus, in whom we say we have faith, in a very good light, does it?

Colossians 3.23 : Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for human masters. Let the quality of our born-again life preach a powerful sermon. Our unfailing courtesy and willingness to go the second mile even – indeed, especially – for people that don’t understand our loyalty to Jesus, who laugh at us or criticise us for our faith, is a powerful sign that we are different, but in a good way. 
But be aware that there are times when we may have to dig in our heels and, graciously but firmly, take a stand of faith which may bring us into conflict with what earthly organisations – be it the government, the Council, the European Union, our boss, or even the General Assembly, might say. What then? That’s where this teaching of Jesus really hits home – we give the secular authorities their due respect, but we give God far greater respect. Caesar’s coin is no match for the blood of Jesus. 

Whenever Scripture clashes with culture, it’s no contest. God’s Word is always right. If we’re serious about following Jesus, we need to be prepared to be subversives, revolutionaries, God’s awkward squad – not in a nasty or aggressive way, not at all, everything we do must be done in love or it has no integrity, no credibility, but when we walk in the love that Jesus released at the cross, that He has poured into us by His Spirit, the love that never lets us go nor lets us down, that love will flow out from us and we will be supernaturally empowered to do and say the right thing, in the right way, for the right reason, with the right result. Hmph, That would be a miracle. Yes!

Anyone got a problem with miracles? Our God is a God of the miraculous, the Bible says so, and it doesn’t always have to be spectacular to be miraculous. A miracle is God releasing His power and authority in and through us to do, or to be, something we could not do, or be, otherwise. Jesus tells us in John 13.34f : A new command I give you: love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.’
Anyone agree that to obey that command is a miracle? How about Luke 6.27 : love your enemies, do good to those who hate you. Oh Jesus, you’ve got to be joking! No! He’s totally serious! But there’s no way we can even start to obey those commands if we still think the way the world thinks, still hanging grimly on to Caesar’s penny.

Still hanging on to revenge and hurt feelings and selfishness instead of embracing the glorious fullness of the unconditional love God revealed in Jesus and releases freely to anyone who will receive Jesus as Saviour and Lord. Caesar’s pathetic little penny, or God’s great blessing? Fail in our own flesh, or succeed in the power of God’s love and grace? Philippians 4.13 : I can do all things because Christ gives me the strength.
Today, in this act of Dedication, as a Guild, as a congregation, as individuals, let’s make the big decision to get our priorities in order, to put Jesus first and unchallenged in our life, to make God’s Word the final authority on everything, to tune out the trash of the world, and tune in to the blessings of the Word. 
I hope this message has encouraged you today. I’d like to close by speaking a special blessing and anointing over our Guild, based here at Ancrum, though with a warm welcome to guests from Crailing, Eckford, Lilliesleaf and beyond. The Guild already is ahead of the game on much of what I’ve said this morning. Locally and nationally they believe in leading from the front. You can read more about that in the leaflet. 

Let us pray that the ladies of the Guild will enjoy the rich promises of God, His gift of shalom, nothing missing, nothing broken, spirit, soul and body, as they continue to proclaim the Lordship of Jesus Christ in worship, fellowship and service. We honour you, as together we honour our Saviour Jesus. 






