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I want to call your attention to the last lines of this morning's epistle. St. Paul is writing to the church at Philippi, and he says, 'Our citizenship is in heaven; from whence also we look for the Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ; who shall change the body of our humiliation that it may be conformed unto the body of his glory, according to the working whereby he is able even to subject all things unto himself."
His overall point is that we should not allow ourselves to get dragged down by our associations with people who think this world is all there is. Knowing that there is a life beyond this one is one of the things that sets us Christian saints apart from the world.
St. Paul says while we live on this earth, we really belong in heaven. And we look to heaven for Jesus to come again. When he comes back he will raise us up from the dead and change our mortal bodies into immortal bodies like his own body. That will happen because he has power over everything in the universe, and he can subject any and all of it to his will -- what he wants it to be.
The reason I am dwelling upon this is that this line from Philippians is quoted in one of the most significant places in the Prayer Book. That is the sentence of burial that is read over a dead body at the grave. Please indulge me while I quote these dramatic words of committal in full.
"Unto Almighty God we commend the soul of our brother departed, and we commit his body to the ground; earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust; in sure and certain hope of the resurrection unto eternal life, through our Lord Jesus Christ; at whose coming in glorious majesty to judge the world, the earth and the sea shall give up their dead; and the corruptible bodies of those who sleep in him shall be changed, and made like unto his own glorious body; according to the mighty working whereby he is able to subdue all things unto himself."
Listening to that sentence of committal -- especially when it is being read over someone you mourn deeply -- is a major test of how much you really believe the central Christian teachings about life and death. If you think Jesus has power over everything and that he can subdue everything to himself, as St. Paul says, then you will indeed believe that death means only good-bye for awhile. You will also believe that we will all be raised from the dead together when he comes back and then go to heaven together to live forever.
That cosmic note seems rather far from the more mundane concerns of today's gospel, though the epistle is about death and the gospel is about taxes. Both the epistle and the gospel also condemn people who are content not to go beyond merely earthly things.
Each of Jesus' three major groups of enemies goes to him during the last week of his earthly life to ask him a question -- a question they hope will make him look bad in front of his crowds of supporters. As we know, Jesus finesses quite cleverly each of the three questions, and then he asks his opponents a Bible question of his own that leaves them speechless. At that point they decide that the only way to get rid of Jesus is to kill him, and they proceed to conspire to do so.
The first whack is taken by a group of Pharisees, together with some Herodians. The Herodians were the special political partisans of the Herod family who had ruled Israel for some time. The Herods' claim to the throne rested upon their alliance with the Romans, rather than upon any connection to the original, legitimate Hebrew monarchy.
After they butter Jesus up for a nauseating moment, the Herodians ask him, "Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or is it not?" If Jesus said, "It is lawful," he could be accused of treachery to his people and collaboration with the Romans. If he said, "It is not lawful," then he would attract the Romans' attention as a rebel and insurrectionist.
St. Matthew tells us that Jesus was not fooled, and said, "Why are you trying to trip me up, you hairsplitting legalists? We can clear this up easily if you show me one of the coins that are used to pay the taxes. OK, whose picture is on this coin -- whose name is on this coin?"
The Herodians reply, correctly, "Caesar's name and picture are on it." Jesus says, "If his name and picture are on the coin, then the coin must be his -- so it must be proper to give it to him. But you also have to give to God what belongs to him."
Following the same logic used with the coin, what belongs to God has to be what has his name and picture on it. What has God's name and picture on it is you – me -- church members -- baptized people -- saints. We are made in God's image, as Genesis tells us. We get God's name on us when we are baptized and he adopts us as his children and gives us his name.
There is never a conflict between meeting our legitimate earthly obligations and meeting our obligations to God. But if there ever appears to be a conflict between our duty to Caesar and our duty to God, it is our obligation to let God win out, no matter what the consequences for us may be.
"For our citizenship is in heaven; from whence also we look for the Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ."
The Collect: O God, our refuge and strength, who art the author of all godliness; Be ready, we beseech thee, to hear the devout prayers of the Church; and grant that those things which we ask faithfully we may obtain effectually; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
The Epistle: Philippians 3: 17 - 21
The Gospel: St. Matthew 22: 15 - 22
