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Isn’t it frustrating to watch a politician dodge a question? Sometimes the problem isn’t with the politician, but with 
the motivation behind question or the person asking it. So, when a “gotcha” question is brought forward, it can put 
everyone on edge. One wrong word can undercut an entire platform.  
 
When Pharisees and Herodians approached Jesus with a question about taxes and politics, the very clear motive 
was to trip him up and take him down. Their “gotcha” question put Jesus is in a position where he couldn’t say yes, 
say no, or say nothing. So Jesus amazed them. How? 
 
Jesus actually demonstrates how to think about political realities, how to value opportunities for political 
engagement, how to recognize the limits of politics, and how to do so first as faithful Christians, as well as active 
citizens. He approached politics with something very rare: Sensibility. 
 
But wait, there’s more! Jesus does this directly through what he doesn’t do, as well as how he doesn’t do it  
 
1. Jesus doesn’t stoop to political simplicity. - Is it right to pay the imperial tax to Caesar or not? 15 Should we pay 
or shouldn’t we?” But Jesus knew their hypocrisy. “Why are you trying to trap me?” he asked. – Mark 12:14-15  
 

 When Jesus talks about our relationship with him, he is very simple and clear. When he is asked about our 
relationship to the state or to political power, his answer is nuanced, complex, and even ambivalent.  

 

 When we give in to political simplicity, we are doing to Jesus what he would not do to himself. Simplicity 
of faith should not equate to simplistic thinking. In this Jesus redefines what it means for his followers to 
think well about political issues. 

 
2. Jesus doesn’t cave in to political complacency - 16 They brought the coin, and he asked them, “Whose image is 
this? And whose inscription?” “Caesar’s,” they replied. 17 Then Jesus said to them, “Give back to Caesar what is 
Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.” – Mark 12:16-17 
 

 Give to Caesar only what has his image. Give only to God what bears HIS image. 
 

 Jesus does not allow for his followers to opt out and drop out of the political and cultural system. Why? 
Because many cultural problems require political solutions. 

 

 “Nowadays, we hear it preached up and down the land that “politics is downstream from culture.” It’s 
certainly true that almost none of our most urgent problems will be cured, or even significantly affected, 
by one party or the other winning the next election. But, in fact, politics is not “downstream” from 
culture. Politics is part of culture, and some of our cultural problems are political problems that demand 
political solutions. Purely “cultural” approaches will not work, for the problem is political: it involves 
justice and law ... But the political solution must simultaneously be a cultural solution. – Greg Forster 

 
 
3. Jesus doesn’t promote political primacy - “Give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.” – 
Mark 12:17 
 

 There is an authority over Caesar. There is a better Kingdom coming. But it is not coming by way of an 
idolatrous and misguided grabs at primacy and power. Jesus’ way is in and through love and service to 
God manifested in love and service to neighbor.  
 



 Jesus refused to allow politics to be the primary way his followers connected with the systems of power. 
Why? Because many of our problems are not primarily political, but cultural.  

 

 “Wilberforce and his friends who came to believe that, “the culture is upstream from politics.” That was 
not their language— they saw it as “the reformation of manners,” meaning the renewing of the social 
fabric. They knew that the problem of slavery and the slave trade was not first of all a political problem, 
but a cultural problem.  As long as the British people had no objection to the trafficking of human beings, 
the politicians wouldn’t either; in fact because slavery was the economic engine of the empire, it would 
take a major reframing of the meaning of the commonwealth and therefore the common good of the 
English people, for the laws to change.” – Dr. Steven Garber – Washington Institute for Faith, Vocation, 
and Culture 

 
He won’t let his followers have a simplistic approach, won’t let them withdraw from the political process, nor let 

them see political power as the only way in which to deal with injustice. #NowWhat? 
 
4. Jesus displays awestriking sensibility and presence. - “Bring me a denarius and let me look at it.”– Mark 12:15 
 

 Jesus’ response demonstrates his presence in a system, his knowledge of the system, as well as his 
subversion of the system. He both defies and resonates with the political system. 

 
A King without a coin vs. a King with all the power.  
Luke 6:20-26 - Power, Success, Comfort, Recognition  
 

 Jesus revealed the void, the gap, the chasm, the empty space created by a simplicity that leads to 
assimilation, a complacency that leads to fortification, and a primacy that leads to domination. For our 
sake, he models a wisdom and sensibility that points to his incarnation and the power of the gospel.   

 
Jesus took the powerlessness, poverty, anonymity, pain, and rejection we deserve so that in his death and 
resurrection, we live in a power, recognition, comfort, and success not tie to the fleeting political and cultural 
systems of this world, but in Christ.  
 

 The gospel frees us from being driven by systems of power, comfort, success, and recognition and calls us 
to be a redemptive presence in those systems and in the gaps they create. You become more political 
than ever, but not in a way that ties you to man-made systems. Extremists become humble and centrists 
become passionate. You begin to resonate with and defy cultural and political systems in a manner that 
will transcend simplicity, complacency, and primacy. You do politics like Jesus; and the world needs you! 

 
 
Questions to Ponder 

 What has been the biggest takeaway from this series for you? 

 What has been the most surprising or difficult concept for you to process? 

 Talk about each aspect of today’s sermon. In what ways do you identify political simplicity in the media, or 
in your conversations with others? In what ways do you identify political simplicity in your own thinking? 
Discuss the same questions as they relate to political complacency and political primacy? 

 Does it bother you that Jesus resists approaches to politics that many Christians embrace and even 
champion? How do you respond to this? 

 Respond to the interdependent idea that some problems require political solutions, while also recognizing 
that many other issues are best addressed in the cultural fabric of society. In what ways can the Christian 
community better recognize which is which, and put our energy into action appropriately? 

 How does Jesus’ sensibility and presence in this passage both defy and resonate with the cultural/political 
issue he faced? Why do you think it’s difficult to practice such sensibility?  



 Kevin suggested that Jesus’ sensibility put him at odds with authorities of his day, and practicing such 
sensibility will do the same for us. Do you agree with this? Why or why not?  

 How do you respond to the idea that the gospel will move you politically; moving extremists to humility, 
and moving cynical moderates to passion? How is the gospel moving you? Now what are you going to do 
about it?  

 Greg Forster’s article – Witherspoon Institute - http://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2014/12/14155/ 

 A synopsis of Forster’s article by Justin Taylor - 
http://blogs.thegospelcoalition.org/justintaylor/2014/12/08/is-politics-really-downstream-from-culture/ 

 Steven Garber’s article - http://www.washingtoninst.org/12197/the-culture-is-upstream-from-politics-2/ 
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