CHRIST THE IMAGE OF GOD

Sermon for Christ the King Sunday, November 24, 2007

Readings: Jeremiah 23:1-6; Psalm 46; Colossians 1;11-20; Luke 23;33-43

Sermon text: He is the image of the invisible God. Colossians 1:15

A few years ago an ad campaign featured Andre Agassi with headband and spiked hair posing as a rebel dude. The slogan was “Image is Everything.” Of course Peter Sampras didn’t agree, nor, in subsequent years did Roger Federer –facing a bald married man with family Agassi. Nor, or course did Andre Agassi because he is a great tennis player and fierce competitor and he knows that  image isn’t everything--though it certainly helped his income from sponsors. 

That sense of image—as public perception, as product and brand, as surface not substance—is becoming increasingly prevalent. Certainly in “show business” but also in real business—consumers drive  70% of the economy-and how much consumption is purely for the sake of living into one’s self image or because marketing has painted such an attractive package that the painted apple whispers to every modern eve and adam—come, you can be as god, just take a bite? 

Politics is becoming incredibly “image oriented.” Substantive debates between candidates threaten to become opportunities for well rehearsed soundbites or minefields for careless misspeaking. As if the electorate were unable to distinguish image from substance—and so a carefully polished image is essential. 

And we don’t need to go into the current forms of religious image manipulation.

But there are other meaning of the word image—and among them we find the biblical sense in which Christ is the image (Greek: ikon) of the invisible God, as we heard this morning in the letter to the Colossians. And I will be claiming in this sermon that far from being the image as distinct from the substance of deity Christ is, as the letter goes on to say, the one in whom “the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily” (2:9). Here we see that image is not opposed to substance but is the giving or passing on of the substance, of the nature of the original. It is more in the way we speak of a child being the spitting image of the parent.

This language of image and likeness harks back to Genesis of course: “Then God said, “Let us make humankind (adam) in our image, according to our likeness and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over all the wild animals of the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them” (Genesis 1;26-28).

It would be hard to overstate the importance of this fundamental “image” of God’s creation to our understanding of human nature, our place in creation and our need for salvation. Let’s turn to our Catechism or Outline of the Faith in the back of the prayer Book on page 845 and read from the beginning. 

Q.
What are we by nature?

A.
We are part of God’s creation, made in the image of God.

Q.
What does it mean to be created in the image of God?

A.
It means we are free to make choices: to love, to create, to reason, and to live in harmony with creation and with God.

Q:
Why then do we live apart from God and out of harmony with creation?

A.
From the beginning, human being have misused their freedom and made wrong choices.

Q.
Why do we not use our freedom as we should?

A.
Because we rebel against God and we put ourselves in the place of God.

Q.
What help is there for us?

A.
Our help is in God.

Moving ahead to page 849 let us study the section on God the Son.

Q.
What do we mean when we say that Jesus is the only Son of God?

A.
We mean that Jesus is the only perfect image of the Father, and shows us the nature of God.

Q.
What is the nature of God revealed in Jesus?

A.
God is love.

In neither case of this biblical use of the work image is meant visual likeness or representation of something (as  in a mirror reflection; portrait, a photo: a satellite image). We are not tiny copies of almighty God (who however is intriguingly an “us”—a Trinity, as humankind is also created in relationship through gender, family and community)—though we are always tempted to make God a big copy of us. An invisible deity can hardly be visually reflected, though Christ is acclaimed by Christians as the incarnate or embodied deity. This brings out the essential characteristic of God as a person to whom we relate, rather than an impersonal force or an inner yet highest self.

The Bible speaks of other personifications of attributes of deity, especially Wisdom, who is personified as a woman in Proverbs chapter 8 and the apocryphal books of Sirach and the Wisdom of Solomon. For instance in Wisdom of Solomon 7:26: “For she (Wisdom) is a reflection of eternal light, a spotless mirror of the working of God, and an image of his goodness.” In this case we could say that Wisdom reflects the nature of God; just as Jesus does, but as an abstract concept rather than as a person. Or rather we could say that here the bible is hinting at the way the Holy Spirit may be characterized: “although she is but one, she can do all things, and while remaining in herself, she renews all things; in every generation she passes into holy souls and makes them friends of God and prophets (7;27) This certainly resonates with the prayer of Paul that the people of Colossae “may be filled with the knowledge of God’s will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding” 1:9). 

But I think the real difference in considering Christ as the image of God and a concept such as Wisdom is that Jesus really was a person, fully human flesh and blood, yet also God incarnate, crucified and risen. This is underscored through the letter’s terminology of “blood” and “cross”—as deity he is incredibly powerful, reconciling all things on heaven and earth, in him all the fullness of deity was pleased to dwell—yet it was on the cross through his blood that he made peace. This was the great image of the king, a tortured and dying criminal, that we read in the gospel—can there be an image apparently further from our idea of what constitutes God and glory? How can we make the move from this man on a bloody cross to this God judging all creation? How did the early church made the move—after all this letter is composed within the lifetimes of those who witnessed his execution. How could they ever suppose that the cross should be the image of salvation?

A scholar commenting on this passage writes: “It must have take an event of some magnitude  to bring about the identification of a near contemporary, who had been ignominiously executed, with the assertions of this hymn…. Without a belief that God raised Jesus from the dead or some experience of Jesus’ aliveness, there is little incentive to think of Jesus as any more than a Jewish prophet, sage, social revolutionary, or healer… . and what does it mean in a world of fragmentation, suffering and confusion to claim that all things cohere in Christ or that they have been reconciled in him? It reflects an absolutely basic conviction that despite the vastness of the cosmos its determinative principle is not impersonal. The God who is the ground of existence bears a human face—that of Jesus Christ….So, although it defied present empirical verification, we confess that what holds the world together is not the survival of the fittest or an unending cycle of violence, but the reconciliation and peace of Christ….but we see only in part. the underside of the tapestry…but, like the early readers, we need to see our own fragmentary experiences of reconciliation in the present as the pledge and guarantee of fuller reconciliation to come>” 

There is something to be said for the idea of Christ being the face of God. And insofar as we gaze upon the face of Christ (in our hearts, in scripture, and in the neighbor) then we as Paul said, see “the glory of the Lord reflected as in a mirror” and through our practice of freedom for love “are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another; for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit” (2 Corinthians 3:19). That is, we grow from being made in the image of God like Adam to becoming fully one with the Father in Christ.

Christ the King who gave his life for our salvation is both the image and the substance of God’s love for us, and in his service—in Christ-- we find prefect freedom and reflect the image of God as we were created to do.
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