A Walk with the Wise Exploring Human Dignity (James 3:7-11)
Some Jewish leaders intent on destroying Jesus asked him a question one day about taxes. Tensions were high.

Mark 12:14–17 (ESV) ...“Teacher, we know that you are true and do not care about anyone’s opinion…. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not? Should we pay them, or should we not?” 15 But, knowing their hypocrisy, he said to them, “Why put me to the test? Bring me a denarius and let me look at it.” 16 And they brought one.

Here is a denarius from the period stamped with a picture of the emperor. (View the PowerPoint file with this message to see an example of a denarius.)
16 (cont) And he said to them, “Whose likeness and inscription is this?” They said to him, “Caesar’s.” 17 Jesus said to them, “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” And they marveled at him. 

Jesus' logic is this: If something has the emperor's image on it and he asks for it, then give it to him. Coins have Caesar's image, so give him the money he demands. If something has God's image on it and he asks for it, then give it to him. And what bears God's image? Human beings. He has the right to demand that we give our lives to Him. Human dignity rests on the truth that human beings are made in the image of God. So significant is this truth that David Turner claims,
"It would be difficult to overstate the centrality of the image of God as a crucial theme in biblical theology. From the beginning of the end in Genesis … to the end of the beginning in Revelation… the image of God is crucial for understanding the flow of redemptive history."

Your understanding of human will determine how you view yourself, people around you, and the world in which you live. It is especially critical that every Christian understand what the Bible teaches about the image of God in human beings. That makes this the right subject for the Lord's day following the anniversary of the Roe v. Wade decision legalizing abortion. We have been studying James this school year and every discussion that I have read about the image of God makes reference to James' statement about it. Turn to James 3. In the middle of a discussion of the dangers of the tongue he notes, v. 7

James 3:7–10 (ESV) For every kind of beast and bird, of reptile and sea creature, can be tamed and has been tamed by mankind, 8 but no human being can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. 9 With it we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of God. 10 From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers, these things ought not to be so. 

What Every Christian Should Know about God's Image

James grounds an ethical argument in the first chapter of the Bible. 

Genesis 1:26–27 Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” 27 So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.

What is it that we should all know about this image?

1. It is a mark on every individual

With the creation of the first man and woman, God sets his likeness on the race. So universal is this image that James can speak of people in general made in God's likeness. He has declared categorically that prejudice is sin.
James 2:9... [I]f you show partiality, you are committing sin and are convicted by the law as transgressors. 

How strange it would be if James in chapter 3 condones cursing some kinds of people but not others. It would be the most obvious prejudice. It is the essence of what makes a human a human. There is something that makes a bird, a bird. Whatever that is is common to all birds despite differences in size, color, or other features. Every human being bears the image of God. We are more alike as members of the human race than we are different because of culture or capabilities. So think of a person you know who is deformed or handicapped. He or she bears the image. Think of those tens of thousands of Haitians hurting after the earthquake. Every one of them bears the image of God. Think of your enemy, the person whom you would like removed from your life. He or she bears the image of God. Think of the unborn child who is fully human even though he will change in size and features. He will grow in knowledge. He will develop skills. But he will not gain or lose that human nature that is stamped in the likeness of God. Jesus commanded that we give to God's that which bears his image. Followers of Jesus view all human life as belonging to God, devoted to Him, and protected as a sacred gift. Second, every Christian should know that this image or likeness is:

2. It is a multi-faceted reality

Bible students have disagreed about what the image of God in man is. There is a great deal of mystery surrounding the concept. Out of the debate there have arisen three major perspectives from which to view the image of God. While some insist that one of the three is the best or only answer, it is best to think of the image as a combination of three. Each can be described with a word beginning with "R."

Reason

The image is related to the human capacity to think and reason. God is a God who reasons and thinks, who can reflect and plan, who can order and design things. Human reasoning is what makes us like God. Yet the Bible does not stop with reason. So a second perspective emphasizes:

Relationship

Humans form deep personal relationships that are more than just convenient and instinctive social arrangements. We fall in love and write poetry about it. We build friendships and write letters. We form family bonds that remain strong across time and distance. This mirrors God's relationship within himself as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The Godhead is a community of persons. There is love and commitment and fellowship and honor. The image of God in man is not merely something residing in an individual person but a reality shared among human beings. Others have sought to round out our view of the image by reminding us that it may not simply be about what we are but what we do. A third perspective involves:

Responsibility/Reign

God is the ruler of all creation. He places man over the earth, commissioning him as a steward. James makes reference to this when in 3:7 he describes how man tames or subdues all kinds of animals. Which of these three describes the image or likeness of God? They all do to some extent. There is no biblical reason to limit our understanding on this point. We should expect that something which links us as creatures to the infinite and eternal God would be mysterious and multi-faceted. So, this image may be difficult to define, yet it belongs to every person. Still, it is vital that we recognize that this likeness

3. It is messed up but not eliminated by our sin.

We conclude this because in the process of saving people, God remakes us in the image of Christ. Among the many passages we could refer to on this point, I cite, 

Romans 8:29 For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. 

Sin deformed us in such a way that we need our character conformed to the image of the perfect man, Jesus Christ. But James is clear that an unbeliever has not lost the likeness. It is present but perverted. A bird that cannot fly is still a bird. God has condemned all human beings by his holy judgment so that he might glorify Himself by showing saving mercy to any who believe in Jesus Christ. Everyone here this morning retains a sufficient connection with God as an image bearer. You are aware that there is a God to whom you must answer. If you reject Christ (who is the supreme image of God) then God's likeness will add to the evidence against you at the final judgment. The only way to experience what it means to be fully human with all the capacities of Reason, Relationship, and Reign is to repent of sin and find restoration in Christ.

For those who belong to Christ and seek to follow Him, the subject we're discussing this morning has profound implications for where you stand on contemporary issues. Since I last preached on the sanctity of life and human dignity last year, there has been a significant statement written and distributed on four foundational issues, the sanctity of human life, the sacredness of human marriage, the necessity of religious liberty, and the duty to oppose unjust laws. This statement is a document called the Manhattan Declaration and I believe every Christian should know about it.

What Every Christian Should Know about the Manhattan Declaration

Who Started This?

This press release appeared on November 20 of 2009:
"Today a group of prominent Christian clergy, ministry leaders and scholars released the Manhattan Declaration, which addresses the sanctity of life, traditional marriage and religious liberty. The 4,700-word declaration issues a clarion call to Christians to adhere to their convictions and informs civil authorities that the signers will not—under any circumstance—abandon their Christian consciences. Drafted by Dr. Robert George [law professor at Princeton University], Dr. Timothy George [dean of Beeson Divinity School] and Chuck Colson [head of Prison Fellowship] and signed by more than 150 Orthodox, Catholic and evangelical Christian leaders, the Manhattan Declaration was made public at a noon ET press conference held in the Lisagor Room at the National Press Club."

World Magazine reported that "[The original signers] included Christian leaders like Tim Keller, J.I. Packer ...and Cardinal Justin Rigali, as well as leaders of organizations like Focus on the Family, the National Association of Evangelicals, and Evangelicals for Social Action." As of last night when I checked the website the declaration had nearly 408,000 signatures. I am currently considering if and when I should sign it. I have distributed copies to the elders and I am soliciting responses from anyone who wishes to counsel me on this matter.

Where Do They Stand?

I mentioned that the drafters of the declaration addressed four major issues. I quote their words to summarize their positions on each issue.

1. Sanctity of Life

“The lives of the unborn, the disabled, and the elderly are ever more threatened....We pledge to work unceasingly for the equal protection of every innocent human being at every stage of development and in every condition.”
2. Sacredness of Marriage

“The institution of marriage, already wounded by promiscuity, infidelity and divorce, is at risk of being redefined and thus subverted.... The impulse to redefine marriage is a symptom, rather than the cause, of the erosion of the marriage culture.... Marriage is not a “social construction,” but is rather an objective reality—the covenantal union of husband and wife—that it is the duty of the law to recognize, honor, and protect.”
3. Necessity for Religious Liberty

“Freedom of religion and the rights of conscience are gravely jeopardized.… Attacks on religious liberty are dire threats not only to individuals, but also to the institutions of civil society including families, charities, and religious communities.”
4. Obligation to Oppose Unjust Laws

Since this is the most controversial section of the declaration as well as its conclusion, allow me to quote it in greater detail.

“As Christians, we believe in law and we respect the authority of earthly rulers…. Yet even in a democratic regime, laws can be unjust. And from the beginning, our faith has taught that civil disobedience is required in the face of gravely unjust laws….
Therefore, let it be known that we will not comply with any edict that compels us or the institutions we lead to participate in or facilitate abortions, embryo-destructive research, assisted suicide, euthanasia, or any other act that violates the principle of the profound, inherent, and equal dignity of every member of the human family.

Further, let it be known that we will not bend to any rule forcing us to bless immoral sexual partnerships, treat them as marriages or the equivalent, or refrain from proclaiming the truth, as we know it, about morality, marriage, and the family. 
Further, let it be known that we will not be intimidated into silence or acquiescence or the violation of our consciences by any power on earth, be it cultural or political, regardless of the consequences to ourselves.

We will fully and ungrudgingly render to Caesar what is Caesar’s. But under no circumstances will we render to Caesar what is God’s.”
That conversation that Jesus had with his opponents 2000 years ago echoes down through the centuries. We cannot ignore its significance.

Response and Call for Prayer

 In response to the message this morning, I hope that you will read the entire text of the Manhattan Declaration and study it further. I know that there will be many who agree with the substance of the declaration yet reject it because they disagree with some of theological positions of the drafters and signers. I am sensitive to this issue.
I lean toward Marvin Olasky's position at World Magazine. He was asked, “Doesn’t it compromise you to stand shoulder to shoulder with people with whom you have serious theological disagreement?” And he answered,
"Not unless we pretend that our disagreements no longer exist. The Manhattan Declaration explicitly acknowledges that such disagreements continue. We even disagree to some extent on how we’ve reached our conclusions on these issues.…So long as we don’t cover up those important distinctions, it is altogether right for us to lock arms and identify the sense in which we have found we do so passionately and urgently agree."

The most critical response that you could make to this message is to pray. Ask God to intervene to change hearts and laws related to the issues of life, marriage, and liberty. Pray for wisdom from God about how to oppose these kinds of evil. Seek God's mercy for all who are victimized by them. Pray specifically for a God-honoring outcome in the court case in California over the definition of marriage.

We are going to close this message and service in a season of prayer. I encourage you to gather in groups of three and pray together. Perhaps one in the group would focus on life issues, a second on marriage, and the third on religious liberty. If you do not wish to join others in prayer, take these few moments and seek God privately. After we have had time to pray, we will close by reciting together the Lord's Prayer.

