Series Slide

I’m going to make a series of statements. I want to monitor your feelings about ME.

See what your blood pressure does with each of these statements. 

What sort of person do you think I am?
What sort of Christian do you think I am?

And by association…what do  you think about this church, and the other people sitting in the room... based on these statements.

…and please…whatever your persuasion…no Amens.

Ok. Here we go.

“Donald Trump is the worst President America has ever had.”
“Donald Trump is the best President America has ever had.”

“Barak Obama is the worst President America ever had.”
“Barak Obama is the best President America ever had.”

Ok…everybody still breathing?

I know it was hard to get a TRUE reading on how you felt about those statements because I warned you first…which I suppose also illustrates the point I’m trying to make.

I was so nervous about just saying those statements outright, without a caveat… because of the strong emotions and associations they bring up. 

I was a little nervous that a riot might break out…and I wouldn’t be able to get the train back on the tracks.

…I was worried that I’d unintentionally start a church split with a simple thought experiment.

With all that said, be honest with yourself for a minute.

If I made any of those statements to you, not even publicly, but in a private conversation…

…which ones would have you wondering if I was actually a real Xian.
….which ones would have you immediately thinking I was a fool.

Which ones would have you disassociating with me?
Which statements would have you questioning my theology…or motives?

So…what makes us like that? What causes us to make all these associations about a person’s theology, or character, or even worthiness…based on one political identification.

How did we get to the place where an affiliation with the views of one particular political party come to say everything about the SORT of person we are?

Well, to be fair, on one hand…there is something to that..at least in small measures. 

All of our alliances (political included) DO say SOMETHING about us. 

After all, if told you I was a Nazi…there are some necessary beliefs that come along with that party BY DEFINITION. 

But there’s another thing, maybe a greater thing that brings up all this vitriol and stereotyping. 

Oddly enough, I read about it in a book called “The World According To Star Wars”.
(I won’t bother making all the associtations to a galaxy far, far away…you can grab the book if you want to go there.)

Here’s what the author of that book says …and in case “the author of a book about Star Wars” isn’t enough credentials for you…he also happens to be a professor of Public Policy at Harvard.

He is discussing the subject of “What causes people to rebel?”
Politically speaking, BOTH the election of Obama and the election of Trump are considered as a sort of rising up of a rebellion against the current authorities.

Kind of like Luke vs. Vader.
The Rebellion vs. the Empire.

The thing is, though…everybody always thinks the other guy is Darth Vader. We always cast the other guys in the Role of Storm Trooper and our team is always the Jedi.

It's a phenoema called “Group Polarization”…here’s how it happens…

“Group Polarization occurs when like-minded people, talking mostly with one another, end up thinking a more extreme version of what they thought before they started to talk.
Their conversations will make them more unified and more confident, and hold their original views with more intensity.”
pg 132-133

The author then goes on to relate this to terrorists (which is its own form of rebellion).
“Terrorism arises as a result of social networks and in particular echo chambers, in which people talk and listen mostly to [like-minded people].” - Cass Sunstein, The World According to Star Wars 

See, when people are oppressed…when they feel powerless…often they will go for a long time feeling like there is nothing they can do about their oppression. They just have to accept it. 
They have what one sociologist calls a “down look”.

They keep their heads down…and just sort of shuffle to and fro, going about their duties without asking questions.

Its an apathetic attitude that says, “I can’t really change anything. Nothing I do really matters!”

But…if you get enough people talking to each other about that oppression…well…they start to get fired up. They start to believe that something they do can really matter…and they get angry. And then…Rebellion happens. 

Here’s what Cass Sunstein says about it. 

“[A]s a rebellion gains steam, people become less likely to accept their own lowliness. That “down look” ceases to be a part of life. Instead it become a symbol of oppression. A word to emporers of all kinds; beware”

Rebellions have sparked some good things in the past. Think about the #metoo movement… as women are now speaking out about sexual abuse and assault from men in power. The women who were forced to just “look down” and move on….they have now begun to tell their stories.

Rebllions have also sparked some pretty terrible things in the past. Nazi Germany, for example. 

The ugly side of rebellions is group polarizing. Because as people start to throw off their “Lowliness”, we tend to end up forcing our enemies to embrace their “lowliness”.

We de-humanize them…and in the end…many times the oppressed turn into the oppressors. 

The abused end up abusing.

The vicitims turn to victimizers.

…and we start to identify people with stereotypes…instead of actually listenting to them..

Good guys say these types of things…
…believe these sorts things…
…and of course…good guys ALWAYS vote like this.

… and bad guys do all the opposite things…. 

…and we have to REMOVE THEM FROM POWER!

We are the oppressed! We are the lowly! 
…and We’re NOT GONNA TAKE IT ANYMORE!

HOPE. CHANGE WE NEED!
MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN!

TITLE SLIDE- “Pay Taxes, Start a Rebellion: How Not to Lose God’s Image in Politics

Listen, whether you affiliate deeply with one political party…or if you’re apathetic to the whole system…

…what Jesus does in Mark’s gospel today is going confront and challenge us to not just think about power and politics differently…but it might challenge you to think about God differently…which is going to make you re-think the way you think about “the bad guys”. 

Mark 12:13–17

And they sent to him some of the Pharisees and some of the Herodians, to trap him in his talk. And they came and said to him, “Teacher, we know that you are true and do not care about anyone's opinion. For you are not swayed by appearances, but truly teach the way of God. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not? Should we pay them, or should we not?” But, knowing their hypocrisy, he said to them, “Why put me to the test? Bring me a denarius and let me look at it.” And they brought one. And he said to them, “Whose likeness and inscription is this?” They said to him, “Caesar's.” 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. 

Transition:  So…we got Pharisees, Herodians… Caesar and somebody named “Denarius”….

…in other words, we got a lot to understand in these 5 verses…so lets get cracking.

1) Jesus isn’t a Republican…or a Democrat.
 
Often, people look at this passage and think the modern day equivalent is, “Should a Xian pay taxes?”
While there may be some relevance to that question here, a better modern day equivalent would be, “Do Xians stand or kneel for the National Anthem?”

So what’s going on here?

V 13-14
Earlier, the Chief Priests, Scribes, and Elders of Israel were angry with him…and wanted to get him in trouble. So they asked him a question about religion.
About where his religious authority came from.

That plan failed…so they decided to up the anty.

SO, they recruit the Phariseess and the Herodians to come up with this humdinger of a question….a question that isn’t just about RELIGION…its about WHAT RELIGION says ABOUT POLITICS!

Talk about a TRAP!
This is not about taxes in general. It's about a very specific tax.
The head tax. 

It wasn’t a lot of money…just one Denarius.
It was the history of the tax ..and what it represented ..that was so controversial.

This was  a tribute tax. 
It was a tax that was a sort of “Thank you” for the privilege of being a subject of Caesar.

So, for a Jew who largely feels oppressed by the Roman system, you can see how paying this tax would agitate them.

If you were anti-Obama…imagine a $1 tax you had to pay to celebrate Obama as your president.
Or…if you are anti-Trump…imagine a $1 tax you had to pay to celebrate Trump as your president.

I’m willing to bet that our country might have a rebellion over that. 
That we’d have some folks refusing to pay that tax. 

So it was in 6 AD
About 25 years before this moment, a guy name Judas the Galilean led an armed rebellion to protest this tax.

And Judas did 3 things.
First- he called on all Jews to refuse to pay the tax.
He didn’t wanted everyone to take a knee during the anthem. 
Second- He got a group of disciples armed with swords and they went into the temple to drive out all the non-Jews. They drove out all the Romans….essentially saying, “This is OUR PLACE. GET OUT!”

Third- He came in with this sort of political slogan. 
If you were going to show allegiance to Caesar, you would say, “We have no king but Caesar.”
But Judas from Galilee was teaching people to say “Now, God will be our king, not Caesar. We’re going to bring the Kingdom of God. Rid the world of injustice. We’re gonna get rid of oppression.”

It was a rebellion. Judas was Luke Skywalker flying into the Death Star…except…in this story, the Empire won. 

Judas and his band of insurgents were caught and executed. 

Now, 25 years later we have Jesus of Galillee.
And he has done 2 of the 3 things that Judas did…sort of.

1- Jesus has had this 3 year town to town teaching where he was proclaiming the Kingdom of God. A kingdom where the world would be rid of injustice and oppression.

2- He had just led a group of disciples into the temple and drove out the money changers and animal salesmen. 

3- So there was one missing element that would signal to everyone that Jesus of Galillee was another Judas of Galillee. Would Jesus call on the Jews to refuse the tax?
Would Jesus tell the Jews to kneel during the Roman National Anthem?
Or would he have them put their hands over their hearts?

Anybody getting uncomfortable yet? If you are…then you’re really feeling the tension in this story.

Now, lets talk about the folks listening to this.
…and the polarized groups that are represented here.

First, are the Zealots. The Zealots are a group loyal to the political ideas of Judas of Galillee. Jesus even has one of these guys in his band of disciples…Simon the Zealot.

The Zealots were violent. They followed in Judas the Galiliean’s footsteps. They were known for burning down Jewish people’s houses who paid this tax…and sometimes even carrying knives in their cloak to stab people over political disputes.

Then there were the Pharisees. The Pharisees were against the head tax, but sort of paid it begrudgingly...
…they’d stand for the National Anthem, but under their breath were saying “Caesar is not our king.”

Then there was a Jewish group called the Essenes. The Essenes just withdrew from the whole situation. They sort of moved out to Montana in a cabin in the woods and just avoided society while they read their Bibles. They stayed out of politics all together.

Then there were the Herodians. The Herodians were Jews who paid the tax and were loyal to Caesar. They belted out the Roman National anthem and thought the Zealots were a bunch of trouble makers. They were totally integrated into Roman society and saw no problem with having an allegiance to Rome and still being a religious Jew.

So, here is Jesus, and he’s asked this question… “Do we stand for the National Anthem…or kneel?”

Do we protest oppression like the zealots…withdraw like the Essenes…go along with it, but complain about….like the Pharisees…or count it a privilege to have all the benefits of being a Roman citizen…like the Herodians?

To boil it down very simply in today’s terms, “Jesus, are you a conservative or a liberal. A republican or a democrat? Whose group will you polarize yourself into? What echo chamber will you become a part of?”

V 17 
And Jesus answers them… “Render to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s”.

In short…Jesus refuses a category.

On one hand…he says, “Pay the tax to Casear.”
On the other hand…he says, “But don’t pledge allegiance to Caesar.”

So he doesn’t fit the category of Zealot, because he says…pay the tax.
And he doesn’t fit the category of Herodians…because he says...God is King. 

He doesn’t fit the Essenes categories…because he doesn’t say “check out of the system”
He doesn’t fit the Pharisees categories…because he doesn’t say “complaing about the system.”…not to mention…he’s already broken the Pharisees and the Zealots categories by clearing out the  temple FOR Gentiles to come in and pray…instead of driving them out. 

And that’s why everyone marvels at Jesus here.

Back to 1)

No one knows whether Jesus is on their team or not.
No one can figure out what Group he polarizes toward.
Facebook doesn’t have an algorithm to know what political echo chamber to throw him into.
Amazon doesn’t know what books to advertise to him.

APP: 
Think about this response in our current political climate. 
A climate that seeks to reduce everyone down to one party allegiance.
That seeks to simplify political arguments. 
A climate that wraps up political convctions with theological convictions.

If you can’t imagine a Xian voting for Obama…
If you can’t imagine a Xian voting for Trump…

There is a pretty good chance that you have fallen prey to group polarization…and you are listening more to the voices of CNN and Fox News…than you are actually listening to Jesus.

Jesus’ response is balanced…its nuanced…its even paradoxical. 
He resists Rome with an allegiance to God…at the same time he submits to the government.

He doesn’t have to make Caesar into his god…
…nor does he have to go around preaching to the world the evils of Caesar. 

Jesus is saying “There is no Jesus party. Don't confuse Caesar with God.”

In short, Jesus was asked, “Should we pay the tax…or start a rebellion?”
Jesus says, “Pay the tax, AND start a Rebellion”

Transition: But, this is not the sort of rebellion you’re familiar with. See..

2) The more you depend on God’s image, the less you need Caesar’s.
Remember what Cass Sunstein said about what it takes to have a Rebellion? (DON’T READ THE QUOTE)

“[A]s a rebellion gains steam, people become less likely to accept their own lowliness. That “down look” ceases to be a part of life. Instead it become a symbol of oppression. A word to emporers of all kinds; beware”

He said for Rebellion to happen, people have to see submission to authority…the “down look” as a symbol of oppression. If you are going to overthrow the emperor…you have to have a sense of pride…a sense of “we’re better than this!”
You have to have a sense of “We deserve something we aren’t getting..AND SO WE ARE GOING TO PUT THE POWERS THAT BE DOWN TO GET IT!”

You see what happens there? The oppressed become oppressors.
You end up simpy flip-flopping the system.
You don’t have justice…the scales just tip out of balance the other way.

That was the zealots…who oddly…in order to protect the rights of Jews…ended up buring down and murdering…OTHER JEWS.

Sort of the way Americans…in an attempt to make life the best it can be for Americans…end up belittling and hurting OTHER AMERICANS in political disputes.

So, what is Jesus doing with this coin?

V 15-16
On this coin…called a Denarius…is a picture…and image of Tiberius Caesar. 
And over the top and underneath his picture were the words “son of the god Augustus, and Pontifex Maximus…or High Priest”

In other words, Jesus holds up a coin that claims Tiberius is KING, Son of God, and High Priest”

Think about that.
Those are all things that Jesus claims to be.
And he directs everyone to pay a tax that essentially claims the opposite.

Scandolous.

I can see a CNN or Fox NEWS story right now coming out about how Jesus is a pagan devil worshiper…You know, with an unflattering picture of Jesus mid-sentence where he looks angry…and holding a coin. Headline “JESUS of NAZARETH tells followers to worship CAESAR! Is he even a Xian? We’ll go head-to-head on this issue tonight at 8 on “Point-counter point!”

The word he uses here “likeness” that greek word is ‘image’.
So he says, Whose image is this? And who is wrote this stuff underneath about being a son of God…and a high priest?

Of course…Jesus doesn’t believe those claims that Caesar is making at all.
But…he also doesn’t say, “What a liar! SHOW US THE EMAILS! We’re not paying taxes until you show you admit you aren’t God!”

He also doesn’t say…if he’s god, then we gotta pay him taxes.

No…when they answer “Caesar”, they are implicating Casear.
In other words, Caesar is the one saying these things about himself.

That is Caesar’s image, Caesar’s claim to be king…Caesar’s coin.
So Give it back to him.

It’s not a ratification of the way the Roman’s do government.
In fact, by giving Caesar’s coin back to him…based on the fact that Casear claims these about himself…there is a bit of cheekiness to it.

Ok, if he wants to claim godhood…give it to him. It won’t prove to be true. Give the man his coin. 

You don’t need to withdraw from the political system…you don’t even have to shut down the government…

…instead… you need to recognize a larger reality.

That is… 
V 17
You need to figure out what God has put his image on.

See, he is reasoning with them. These Jewish people. Who know the Torah.
And the principle he is teaching is that wherever you find someone’s image…that is their property. They own it. And it should rightfully be returned to them.

See the irony yet?
Sure, the Denarius has Caesar’s image on it.

Genesis 1:26a & 27
But the Torah says, “ALL HUMANS have God’s image on it…therefore…even Caesar must submit to God.

Not only that…
God owns you. You must give yourselves back to God.

Not only that…
Even your political enemies bear his image…and you must treat them that way.

You can’t kill like the zealots. 
You can’t dehumanize people in order to bring whatever you call justice. In so doing, you just bring more injustice.

Neither, can you sit idly by like Essenes…while clearly there is injustice happening. What you do for the least of these…you do to me. 
You must seek to help the poor, the widow, the orphan…both in your individual lives and in the policies you get behind.

Additionally, as you go about it….don’t dehumanize people in other parties. That denies the image of God in them.

Back to 2)

So this is not a SUBMIT to Government at all costs…neither is it a call to give your allegiance to government at all costs.

It is a call to recognize humans. 
What God has his Image on. And help treat humans like image bearers of God.
It is a call to recognize that I am an image bearer of God…and not only does that mean I should be treated justly…it also means I am called to submit to God’s authority.

That I can’t throw off his government in my life. 
That I can’t make my own rules. 
Call my own shots.

He is MY rightful owner…and I need to give myself back to him.

And when you do that…when you begin to see yourself as belonging to God…more than government.

When being American doesn’t run a close second with being a Chrisitan…or judging by our Facebook feeds and ability to speak to each other about politics in a manner that recognizes God’s image in others…maybe being Christian is running second place behind being an American for some of us.

Jesus is leading a rebellion here. 
But its not a rebellion that says, like most rebellions, FIGHT THE POWER!
Lets oppress those who oppress us.
NO MORE DOWNWARD LOOKS!
NO MORE HUMILITY!
NO MORE LOWLINESS!

No. Jesus says, Once you start seeing God’s image…and what his fingerprints are on…You don’t have to have a strong affiliation with Caesar!

You don’t have to be a die-hard Republican or Democrat!
You don’t have to withdraw from the system either.

Instead, you can subversively…serve.
You can humbly…lead.
You can deny group polarization…and listen to people you disagree with…because..they bear God’s image too.

You can stop running down whoever is President.
And you can start…loving your neighbor.

The more you depend on God’s image for your worth and the worth of others…the less you depend on Caesar to get your worth.

TRANSITION: And that’s the Rebellion Jesus calls us to. A subversive submission. Humble servant-leadership. …in short… A cross.

3) The Kingdom doesn’t come through the Oval Office…it comes through the Cross.

Did you notice something?
In this interaction there is a very distinct irony.

V 15
Mark says that Jesus sees their hypocrisy. 
And he sniffs out their test.
And look how he addresses it.

Bring me a Denarius and let me look at it.

Two things here.
First, does Jesus know what a Denarius looks like? Of course he does.
Second, Jesus doesn’t have a coin. BUT THESE GUYS TRYING TO TRAP HIM DO.

In other words… they are the ones LOOKING AT CAESAR’s IMAGE. 
Jesus doesn’t even have a coin. 
His eyes are trained on…his Father…for the Kingdom. 
Not on Caesar.

Additionally,…
… Its All of these are Caesar’s coins.
And jesus doesn’t have a single coin.

It's a faceoff.
Of Kings
Who is the Son of God?
Who is the real Pontifex Maximus?

Is it Casear…who owns all these Denarii?
Or…is it Jesus…who doesn’t even have a quarter to his name?

It's the upside down kingdom.
It's the reversal of power.
It's the real rebellion.

That the revolution bringing the Kingdom of God will not come from Caesar…would not come from the President…from the Oval Office. Rather…it would come from the poor, the pennieless, the immigrant, the orphan, the widow.

Don’t LOOK to the Oval Office for a hope for change.
Don’t LOOK there to make America great again.

Back to 3)

Have you ever seen a king like this? Don’t you realize every other politician can’t do a single good thing unless they get power, unless they get elected? Jesus Christ says, “The climax of my kingship and will not be when I get elected, but when I get executed,” 

Have you ever seen a king like me? I don’t care about recognition. I don’t care about success. I don’t care about comfort. I don’t care about power. In fact, I’m giving them away, and I spend my time with the marginal. I love the poor. I heal the sick. I feed the hungry. Anyone who transfers into my kingdom will be like me. Every member of my kingdom, and only people who have been transferred out of the kingdom of this world into the kingdom of God, will be like me.

How will you be like me? You won’t need those things. You’re not driven anymore by power and success and comfort and recognition. Oh, they’re great when you can get them. They’re fine when you can get them. You use them, but you’re not decimated if you don’t get them. You don’t need … You’re not driven by them.

Therefore, you do not make your life decisions anymore on the basis of them. You live where it will do good, not just where it will help you get power and recognition and status. You spend your money … You hang out … your relationships. Everything is done no longer to get those things in the kingdom of God. You make those decisions on the basis of what will benefit others.

What is this kingdom look like? 
What does the rebellion look like?

I’m gonna read it to you.
But I’m gonna tell you…its impossible to live like this without keeping your eyes trained on the cross.

Where Jesus died in your place.
Where 
Luke 6:20-36

Luke 6:20–36

And he lifted up his eyes on his disciples, and said:

“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.

“Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you shall be satisfied.

“Blessed are you who weep now, for you shall laugh.

“Blessed are you when people hate you and when they exclude you and revile you and spurn your name as evil, on account of the Son of Man! Rejoice in that day, and leap for joy, for behold, your reward is great in heaven; for so their fathers did to the prophets.

“But woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation.

“Woe to you who are full now, for you shall be hungry.

“Woe to you who laugh now, for you shall mourn and weep.

“Woe to you, when all people speak well of you, for so their fathers did to the false prophets.

“But I say to you who hear, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. To one who strikes you on the cheek, offer the other also, and from one who takes away your cloak do not withhold your tunic either. Give to everyone who begs from you, and from one who takes away your goods do not demand them back. And as you wish that others would do to you, do so to them.

“If you love those who love you, what benefit is that to you? For even sinners love those who love them. And if you do good to those who do good to you, what benefit is that to you? For even sinners do the same. And if you lend to those from whom you expect to receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to get back the same amount. But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return, and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and the evil. Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful. (ESV)
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