Matthew 22:15-22  
15 Then the Pharisees went and plotted to entrap him in what he said.  16 So 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.  17 Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?"  18 But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, "Why are you putting me to the test, you hypocrites?  19 Show me the coin used for the tax." And they brought him a denarius.  20 Then he said to them, "Whose head is this, and whose title?"  21 They 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."  22 When they heard this, they were amazed; and they left him and went away.
1 Thessalonians 1:1 - 2:1  
Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy, To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: Grace to you and peace.  2 We always give thanks to God for all of you and mention you in our prayers, constantly  3 remembering before our God and Father your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.  4 For we know, brothers and sisters beloved by God, that he has chosen you,  5 because our message of the gospel came to you not in word only, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction; just as you know what kind of persons we proved to be among you for your sake.  6 And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, for in spite of persecution you received the word with joy inspired by the Holy Spirit,  7 so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia.  8 For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but in every place your faith in God has become known, so that we have no need to speak about it.  9 For the people of those regions report about us what kind of welcome we had among you, and how you turned to God from idols, to serve a living and true God,  10 and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead-- Jesus, who rescues us from the wrath that is coming.

It's Idols, Stupid!
	This morning, I have a quiz in two parts. The first quiz is for the kids. Alright, I have in my hand some coins, and I want you to look at them. See them? Alright. Now, can you identify them for me? Who's face is on these coins? Do you know anything about these people?
	Okay, now for the second part of the quiz, and this time it is for the adults. I want you to look up here and identify what this is (click slide). Do you know what this is? What time period did it come from? Do you know who's face is on this coin?
	The reason for this quiz this morning is pretty straight forward. When we see our own coins, the coins we carry around in our pocket, we always imagine that others looked at them the way we do. What I mean here is that when we hear Jesus' words today and how he used a coin to refute the argument of the Pharisees and Herod's spies, we think we know what he means.
	It's obvious that Jesus is telling us that heaven has nothing to do with the world, money isn't important, and so Jesus is just telling us that we need to put faith over wealth, right? When I was growing up, I would hear this, and almost every time the minister would also be sure to tell us that it is our duty to pay taxes, be patriotic, and if we were loyal like that, we were fulfilling the gospel. All that I am saying to you can be summed up in a very familiar saying to foreigner among us, and you might have heard: God. Duty. Country.
	However, it turns out that nothing could be further from the truth. This interpretation really has nothing to do with today's story because the assumptions it makes about the things in the story are false. However, in order to really understand, we have to dig deep and try to imagine what the 1st century looked like. 
	Take the coin for example. When we look at the coin, we think like the kids did that the coin was just money, and while we might respect the person on the coin, they weren't gods or anything. However, in the ancient Roman world, Caesar was a god. In fact, the emperors of Rome declared themselves the god of the gods, the highest god. The very first Roman emperor, Julius Caesar, declared himself "divus" or divine, a god. He then started to have his face placed on coins, the first Roman in history to do so. He decreed that a statue of him as a god was to be carried at the front of all religious processions. Statues of him as a god went up all over the empire. After he was assassinated, his heir Augustus declared himself a god as well, this time as "the son of god." More statues went up, more coins were printed. 
	By the time of Jesus, the worship of Caesar as god was the official religion of the empire. In Jesus' time, you could worship other gods, but Caesar was king of the gods and ruled all the others. This even applied to how Romans allowed Jews to continue worshipping the Lord God, Yahweh, God as we know God. In that case, the Temple was allowed, but statues of Caesar circled it.
	All of this worship even applied to a word that we think we know. When we pray, what do we say sometimes? We say "Lord," right? Maybe we pray, "Lord, thank you." Well, the word that the New Testament uses to describe Jesus, the word "Kyrios", like when we say "Lord Jesus," that was actually the word that was required in describing the god Caesar. 
	So, when Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians the glory be to "our" God, the Lord Jesus Christ, it turns out that Paul is guilty of treason. To a Roman who heard Paul's words, it would have been very clear that Paul did not value Caesar as god, did not regard Caesar as king of the gods, and in fact claimed the opposite. To a Roman who heard those words, Paul was calling Caesar a liar and the coins with his likeness on them and the temples erected to worship him as false places filled with false idols. In fact, Paul mentions just this. He talks about how some of the new believers had once worshipped false idols, but now worship the true God and true Lord, the true Kyrios, Jesus Christ. What Paul is clearly referring to is the fact that they are waking up from the world of false idols of Caesars and Dianas and Jupiters that they once worshipped and have come into the truth.
	It is for this reason that the Romans threw Christians to the lions in the Coliseum. Christians were subversive. Christians, because of their faith, threatened to undermine the authority and power of the empire because they claimed another Lord, another "kyrios", and that is the Lord Jesus. Christians, because of who they were and who they called Lord, could never be loyal to the Empire.
	And so, in our story about Jesus today, Jesus is presented with a coin. The coin isn't just money. The coin is money and it is an idol. The coin is a representation for all that Caesar and the empire stand for. The coin is an extension of Caesar, "divus" or god, who is really a false god. The Pharisees seek to trap him by bringing the Herodians, or local police, to get Jesus to admit he is undermining the emperor. They know that if Jesus denounces the false god, the false idol of the coin as a lie, then they will get Jesus to commit treason and the Romans will kill him. In fact, they would eventually kill Jesus for treason.
	Yet, Jesus takes the false idol in his hand. He takes the coin that we look at as not being all that important, he takes that false idol and he puts it right back in their face. Jesus tells them that what is really important isn't taxes. Jesus tells them that what is really important is not who is law abiding and who is not. Jesus tells them that it's not about God, duty, country. Jesus pulls the rug out from under every lie the human race has ever tried to tell about why we rule, crush, oppress and each other. Jesus turns the lie on its head and tells them to give to Caesar what is Caesar. 
	If Caesar wants to be a false god with a whole world filled with false idols, then let him. But if we are to be faithful people, if we are to be a people called by God's name, then we need to give it back. The false idol of the coin is just that, a false idol. The story, as I was told as a kid, isn't about taxes and law. The story is about idols and how we prop them up in all areas of our life and call them gods and give our allegiance and our loyalty to them.
	Now, while that might seem like some really dry history, it has relevance for us today. You see, we live in a world of empire as well. Oh, we might not have an emperor just yet, but just wait, it is coming. We live in a world that bows down to the idol of economic control. We live in a world that sacrifices billions to the grinding machinery of multi-national corporations and military dictatorships and oppression of all sorts, all in the name of profit and advancement. We live in a world where we have propped ourselves up as god and tell ourselves the lie that the world, the forests, the mountains, the trees, and the skies, they are ours and we are its masters. We then tear them apart, we tear down the world and the life that fills it for our own gain. 
	We live in a world of idols, and we worship them just like the Romans worshipped Caesar and the empire he represented. But brothers and sisters, like Paul I want to tell you that we have come into a new understanding, our hearts have been enlightened, and we have come to know a new Lord, a new Kyrios. The Holy Spirit that bears witness to your hearts tells you the truth, it delivers you from the false idols, and it tells us that we are to walking a new direction, a new path, the way of Christ who shelters us from the wrath that is to come. The Holy Spirit, the very presence and love of God through Christ Jesus shows us that it is time to render unto Caesar that which is Caesar's. Christ shows us that Caesar owns nothing, so give the idol back. Jesus calls us to give to God that which is God's, and that is everything. Jesus calls us to a new way of life, and that way of life is living in a way that makes God's kingdom evident in our lives. Jesus is calling us to loyalty, to God's way of peace and justice, of love and compassion. Jesus is calling us to follow Him as we live our lives to His glory.
