
If you weren’t here or listening last week, today we are continuing last week’s message
from Luke 20 starting in verse 19. So if you’re listening in the future, you’ll want to listen
to February 28, 2021 first.

Let’s read the passage:

Luke 20:19 The scribes and the chief priests sought to lay hands on him at that very
hour, for they perceived that he had told this parable against them, but they feared
the people. 20 So they watched him and sent spies, who pretended to be sincere, that
they might catch him in something he said, so as to deliver him up to the authority
and jurisdiction of the governor. 21 So they asked him, "Teacher, we know that you
speak and teach rightly, and show no partiality, but truly teach the way of God. 22 Is it
lawful for us to give tribute to Caesar, or not?" 23 But he perceived their craftiness,
and said to them, 24 "Show me a denarius. Whose likeness and inscription does it
have?" They said, "Caesar's." 25 He said to them, "Then render to Caesar the things
that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's." 26 And they were not able in
the presence of the people to catch him in what he said, but marveling at his answer
they became silent.

So Jesus’s opponents are lurking and trying to trap Him in His words, trying to get Him to
speak out against the government to get Himself arrested, or to choose a side politically
to make half the crowd mad. But Jesus confounds them with His words and says “render
to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's.”

Which is a society-shaping summary of what it means to be a Christian in the world - an
obedient Christian gives the civil government what they are owed (including taxes, but
also honor and respect according to Romans 13), but also gives God what they owe Him,
which has no limits. What we give to government is limited - limited amounts of
allegiance, respect, and obedience, but we owe God absolute obedience, allegiance,
and honor.
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If we are going to render to God the things that are God’s, we have to refresh our
understanding of what it means that He is God.

Just so you know where this is going, the plan is to show what it means that God is our
God, to show how we allow other things to take His place much to our detriment, and
then we’ll land back on God and Caesar and how we allow politics to be one of those
idols, with some seed thoughts on how we can engage in politics without the idolatry that
tends to accompany political engagement on both sides in our day.

So let’s show what it means that God is God so we can contrast Him with the false gods
that take His place. (TT Colossians 1).

For Him to be our God can’t just mean that we have signed up for a religion where we’ve
taken Him into our lives as the one we pray to on Sundays. God who is really a God can’t
just be a small and inconsequential addition to our lives. He can’t just make life 10%
different.

Listen to how Colossians 1 describes Jesus:

Colossians 1:15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. 16 For
by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether
thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities--all things were created through him and
for him. 17 And he is before all things, and in him all things hold together. 18 And he is
the head of the body, the church. He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead,
that in everything he might be preeminent. 19 For in him all the fullness of God was
pleased to dwell, 20 and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on
earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross. 21 And you, who once
were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, 22 he has now reconciled in his
body of flesh by his death, in order to present you holy and blameless and above
reproach before him, 23 if indeed you continue in the faith, stable and steadfast, not
shifting from the hope of the gospel that you heard, which has been proclaimed in all
creation under heaven, and of which I, Paul, became a minister.

I. Give to God What is God’s
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Sovereign

Colossians 1:15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation.

What does it mean that He is the firstborn?

To us, “firstborn” usually means the first kid who is born. But in Bible days it meant far
more than just order of birth, it said something about rank. The firstborn son outranked all
the other sons, and in many ways had almost the same authority over his brothers that
his dad did.

Children were raised to know to submit to their dads, and also to the firstborn.

So Jesus isn’t firstborn like we think of firstborn. The fact that this phrase “firstborn of all
creation” is followed by a sentence that explicitly says he created everything makes it
clear that the dimension of “firstbornness” he is talking about is not that He was created
(He wasn’t), but it is talking about rank.

He is over all of creation, He is the Sovereign. He is outside of creation, other than
creation, and up above all things.

So He is God over all, everything is made for Him, everything connects to Him.

Everything relates to Jesus, everything is for Jesus, everything finds its purpose in Jesus.

To become a Christian is to have a radically overhauled life where now everything
becomes connected to Jesus.

Look what Jesus, as God, is for us:

He Gives Us Our Origin Story (verse 16)

Verse 16 - by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible,
whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities--all things were created through
him and for him.

Jesus creates everything, He calls His creation very good, creates it all for His own glory
and His own purposes.
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He tells us who we are, He gives us our identity and what we were made for.

He Diagnoses Our Biggest Problem

Verse 21 “And you, who once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds,

Christians believe that, though there are a lot of problems in the world and they’re a
complex jumble, the biggest problem we have is our sin. We have not measured up to
the holiness of God, we have broken His law, we were hostile to Him. That’s our biggest
problem, and sin has affected everything in creation.

He Provides Our Redemption

22 he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in order to present you
holy and blameless and above reproach before him,

Christians believe that we needed to be reconciled to God. And the way we were
reconciled was through His death.

In His death for sinners like us, Christ provided a way for us to be presented to God holy
and blameless: if we will repent and believe, His blamelessness gets put on our resume,
our sin gets put on Him, and we are reconciled to God instead of being His enemies like
before.

He Makes Us Part of A New People

18 And he is the head of the body, the church.

He tells us where we come from, He diagnoses our biggest problem, He provides our
redemption, and then connects us to a new people in the church, a new people that
becomes our primary community.

And God Guarantees us a Future

22 he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in order to present you
holy and blameless and above reproach before him,

There is coming a good future when we will be presented before Him as holy and
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blameless. Scripture talks about a day when He returns, when all things are made new by
Him, and we are in His presence forever.

And the Christian life is a life of worshipping that God, and living like that story is the
truest story, that community is our primary community. And to really have Him as our God
means that the other things that occupy His rightful place in our lives no longer can.

To turn to Him, we turn from the other things that are substitutes for Him, what the Bible
calls idols.

II. Turn from Idols

Listen to how Paul describes the conversion of people to Christ:

1 Thessalonians 1:9-10 “For they themselves report concerning us the kind of
reception we had among you, and how you turned to God from idols to serve the
living and true God, 10 and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the
dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come.

To turn to God we turn from idols. That’s what it means to become a Christian. We unseat
other ultimates and seat Jesus as the new ultimate.

But that doesn’t mean that the battle with idols ends then:

1 John 5:21 “Little children, keep yourselves from idols.”

So we are called, as children of God, to continually keep ourselves from idols.

So we will continually be tempted to allow other things to become for us what only Jesus
should be for us.

Idols are not necessarily bad things in themselves, but can be anything, even very good
things, that take the place of God in our lives.

We often make idols of marriage

One of the reasons so many Christian marriages fail is because we can make idols out of
marriage. Christians rightly have a very high view of marriage, it is the most vital of
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human relationships, the only relationship called “one flesh” in the Bible, it illustrates the
relationship of Christ to the church better than any other relationship.

But we take that very good thing and make it an idol. We subtly change the Christian
story to make marriage more than it should be.

So remember in Colossians, Jesus defines our biggest problem - we were hostile to God
in our sin. But we can say that the biggest problem we have is singleness.
Jesus offers our redemption, but we start to say that marriage offers redemption. If I were
married then I would be complete, I wouldn’t be lonely, I wouldn’t struggle with lust. It
would save me.

Jesus promises our ultimate fulfilled future, but we begin to think that marriage promises
it. Once I’m married every tear will be wiped away, sorrow will be no more, i’ll be
complete. So we let our dream narrative for our marriages take the place of the Christian
story, and they weren’t

And then, with those expectations of marriage, we get into our marriages, and our
spouses don’t redeem us. They don’t satisfy every longing. They don’t complete us. No
person could do that for us, a person wasn’t made to do that, but we thought they were
supposed to, and we say, “Maybe I didn’t marry the one.” We crush them and we crush
our marriages by making idols.

And while it sounds strange to say, “Love your spouse less than God,” we actually love
them better by loving them less than God.

Saint Augustin said ““The essence of sin is disordered love.” We love things out of their
right place, we make them idols, and then we destroy them and they destroy us.

Or we make idols of career.

And again, careers are good things.

Working hard, developing a skill and knowledge to serve people, growing in income to
provide for your family, those are all good gifts from God.

But think of how they slip into the role of Jesus.
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We think they redeem us by giving us our sense of worth from our accomplishments.
Instead of finding who we are in being sons and daughters of God and children of the
king, we find who we are in what we do.

They give us a new people - we achieve a socio-economic status and we identify more
with people who earn what we earn and who share our education level than anyone else.

They promise us a great future, retirement. When every pain is gone and sorrow is no
more.

And then they never satisfy. Our sense of self feels fragile because it could all get
wrecked if we lose the job, our relationships seem shallow and showy because they are
held together by the thin threads of career success. And even if we do achieve a
retirement where we don’t do anything, we find we weren’t meant to do nothing, and
after a couple of months we feel a new angst. We spent our lives living for this final
peace and there’s no peace.

It’s a good gift, but a bad god.

Luther said, “For where God built a church, there the Devil would also build a chapel.”

Anytime Jesus is preached, false messiahs offer an alternative salvation.

III. Give to Caesar What Is Caesar’s

And another common idol, another common false savior is politics.

And both sides of the aisle believe it. Both sides can allow their politics to take the place
of their gods and come to treat politics as ultimate.

One of the shocking elements of the message of the early church is that they preached
that only Jesus can save.

We wonder why the early Christians were persecuted by Rome, and it wasn’t just
because they liked Jesus. You could worship any god you wanted in Rome and practice
any religion you wanted in church or in private. As long as you gave supreme allegiance
to the emperor.
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Under Augustus Caesar, people learned the saying, “Salvation is to be found in none
other save Augustus [Caesar], and there is no other name given to men in which they can
be saved.”1 Caesar claimed to be the sovereign, and claimed to be able to save those
who gave their allegiance to him.

And the zealots, the Jewish nationalists, said, “No, we’re gonna overthrow Caesar,
because it’s our ideas that will save.” If we are in power, we can save.

That was the big political conflict in their day: People on one side said the government
can save you, and people on the other side said freedom from the government will save
you.

And Jesus came along and said “give to Caesar what is Caesar’s,” acknowledging the
government’s authority and ruling out nationalistic zealotry, but He also said give to God
what is God’s, meaning that followers of Jesus cannot expect the government to save
them.

And early Christians knew that to put Jesus on the throne of their lives meant they had to
remove the political idols from the throne of their lives. Peter came along and said, to get
right in Caesar’s face:

Acts 4:11-12 “This Jesus is the stone that was rejected by you, the builders, which has
become the cornerstone. 12 And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other
name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved.

The Christians were willing to go really far to submit to Caesar, but they wouldn’t say that
Caesar offered salvation. They’d obey the king and acknowledge his authority, but He
wasn’t gonna be their god.Rome said there’s salvation in the government. Zealots said
there’s salvation in freedom from the government, and Christians preached a THIRD WAY
altogether: there is salvation only in Jesus.

They weren’t rebels. And they weren’t going to pretend to believe the lie that there was
any God or any ultimate law-giver besides Jesus.

1 Stauffer
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Jesus must be supreme. And to say that Jesus is not supreme, even over politics, is to
live by a lie and put an idol on the throne. So any model for political engagement for a
Christian has to begin with reality, that Jesus is God and is over the whole system.

But don’t we need to separate politics and religion?

In one sense yes.

There is a real distinction between church and state in the scriptures.

We read Romans 13 last week where Christians are called to submit to the earthly
authorities because they carry a sword to inflict punishment on evildoers.

And the church doesn’t advance by the sword. We advance by preaching the word,
making disciples of Jesus, laying down our lives for our neighbors, loving people in word
and deed. We don’t use the power of the sword to make people Christians. You can’t
force people to become Christians so we don’t try with force. The church as a gathered
institution has a main task of preaching the Gospel, making disciples, baptizing,
administering the Lord’s supper, not of trying to gain power.

So we reject a church-run state. And we reject a state-run church.

The church has Jesus as its Savior and because He has saved us we are obedient to
Him.

The state though, still has Jesus as its sovereign, as its king.

And the state answers to Jesus for how it uses its power and how it shapes its laws,
whether it acknowledges that or not. It doesn’t answer to pastors, it doesn’t answer to
the church ultimately, but it does answer to Jesus. There is a god-given law for justice
and righteousness. I fully agree it isn’t supposed to be pastors there making the laws
anymore than senators should intrude on what we do here and tell us what we are
allowed to preach. But Jesus is the firstborn over all creation.

He is king, and politicians do answer to him.

They answer to Him when they make laws and systems that oppress.
They answer to Him when they don’t punish evil.
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They answer to Him when they punish good.
They answer to Him when they misuse their power.
They answer to Him when they reject biblical definitions of justice and make their own.
They answer to Him when they turn a blind eye to the horrors of abortion.
They answer to Him when they favor the rich over the poor in the justice system.

They can’t make for themselves a God-free bubble.

This week in the House of Representatives one representative was opposing a bill that
would allow men to play womens sports. And he quoted from scripture to uphold gender
distinctions.

And another representative rose and said, “what any religious tradition describes as
God's will is no concern of this Congress”

While it’s true that the church doesn’t make the rules for the state, it is also true that
Jesus is Lord, and He should be of the utmost concern for everyone. Nobody should do
their job without acknowledging the Lordship of Jesus over it and prayerfully seeking to
do their job in a way that honors him, in fear of him, and knowing we answer to him.

For every doctor, every engineer, every teacher, every business leader, everyo police
officer. We don’t have Jesus just in one part of our lives when every other part is off-limits
to Jesus, you can’t have a God who has certain rooms of the house he’s not allowed in.

When I was a kid, there were 3 brothers, so the house could have some energy in it. And
we had a living room that was really only for special occasions. Plastic on the nice blue
carpet (it was the 80s) was removed for guests and for Christmas. And we could play
everywhere in the house, but for the most part, we had to get out of the living room.

But my parents, who owned the place, were allowed anywhere they want. Owners are
sovereign. And Jesus is the firstborn over all creation, sovereign over all.

So maybe we’ve created a false reality where the words of Jesus don’t affect the HR
department or the company training meetings or the laws that we pass. But that is only
because we don’t really believe he’s God who owns the place, he’s your own personal
Jesus, keep him in church and in your heart, that’s fine. But that’s not a god.

And we make politics an idol when it occupies that place of sovereignty.
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You can’t take God away from his reign anywhere.

God is king over politics and separating Him from politics underestimates his
all-encompassing claims. (Not one square inch exists over which God doesn’t declare
“mine.”) It even agrees with Satan when Satan claimed to own the kingdoms of the world
before offering them to Jesus (Luke 4:6).

So our politics become idols when we conceive of politics as something that can happen
out from under the reign of Jesus.

But there are more ways they become idols. (There’s not time to unpack them, but David
Koyzis wrote a book called Political Visions and Illusions where he unpacks many of the
ways our systems of political thought become idols.)

They essentially take the things that Colossians 1 says about Jesus and take Him out of
his position.

So take Progressivism:

In an extreme form, it tells a creation story: we were originally created where everything
good on earth was shared equally among the community. But then the community settles
down, land is distributed, and inequalities emerge. That’s our fall - that’s our biggest
problem. That inequality creates conflict, as some have more and others have less. And
the salvation is that the strong state can come in and redistribute it. With a good future
promised: one where everything is equally distributed and our sin just goes away
because the source was inequality.

That’s a different story than the Christians story.

But conservatives aren’t off the hook.

Again, in an extreme form conservatism tells a creation story: we were originally created
with maximum individual freedoms. But then the state got big and powerful, and that was
our fall, we lost freedoms to a big state that taxes too much and makes us less free.
Salvation comes from casting off the shackles of big government. And the good future
we are promised is getting back to maximum freedom, because when everybody is really
free then we will have lots of resources and lots of peace.
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I’m for freedom, but isn’t that a denial of what we believe? The ultimate answer can’t be
giving sinful people more freedom. That can’t fix all of our problems.

And progressives, the ultimate answer can’t be giving sinful people more government
power. The 20th century had a few big examples of when we tried that.

There are certainly truths behind political ideologies, and there are different evils in them
all as well.

But a Christian has to see that when all of our hopes are tied up in one of those stories,
we are giving to Caesar what only belongs to God. God has told us our story, He has told
us how we fell, what our problem is, what our salvation is, what our future is, but we
substitute that story as ultimate with other stories as ultimate.

And some signs that we have made our politics god can emerge in us personally:

We get extremely angry and defensive in a political discussion - and that’s because we
feel defined by our politics, they are our defining story, they are our religion.

Our politics become the all-consuming narrative in our lives and everything is political.
Somehow what we think about masks and what we think about vaccines is an indicator
of our politics - because my politics are before all things, in them all things hold
together...that in everything politics might be preeminent. We don’t examine those things
on their own merits.

We are unable to critique our own side. You just don’t question the leaders or policies in
the party you most identify with. You can’t critique your side.

We don’t grow in our understanding

We sever relationships with other Christians based on their supposed politics

We are willing to sin to further political agendas because our political agenda is our
real religion. We do this online - we spread lies and unconfirmed stories about the other
side, we slander and insult each other over politics, we are willing to shred a person
online, personally, knowing we are going to be in the same room under the preaching of
the same word and taking the Lord’s supper that proclaims we have one Lord and one
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faith and that we are one body, but the thing that’s worth wrecking that over is a
candidate.

So where do we go?

Nothing gets better without repentance.

So as we always do, we repent of not keeping ourselves from idols. Of allowing a story to
become more important than God’s story. Of hating our brothers and sisters. Of acting
like Jesus and his word don’t matter for shaping our political views. Of giving ultimate
allegiance to one side, of our anger and defensiveness.

When we confess our sins He is faithful and just to forgive our sins.

Then, we study the Bible like crazy looking for what it might tell us about engaging with
politics. For what it tells us about how we can know truth. For what it says justice is for
the poor, for the unborn, for the immigrant.

We have conversations with each other over meals, and we’re able to have real
discussions where we learn and grow, because God is the unchanging one on the
throne, we aren’t the unchanging ones.

We don’t wrap our ultimate hopes up in political salvation. We vote, we hope for an
outcome, we feel disappointment and happiness, but it’s never the case that everything
is at stake.

We remind ourselves that our ultimate community is the community of Christians with
whom we will be worshipping for all eternity. We see ourselves as Christians first and
foremost, even before we see ourselves as Americans or conservatives or any other
smaller identity.

We allow the word of truth from God to be the primary word we hear. We are washed in
the word, we are transformed by the renewing of our minds in God’s word, and if for
every minute we listen to God’s word we are listening to 100 minutes of NPR or Foxnews
or talk radio or social media to tell us what’s true, then who is discipling us?

We don’t expect everything to be political. As Christians scattered in the world we do all
kinds of good and promote all kinds of causes, but the church gathered is devoted to the
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message that Jesus is Lord, and preaching his gospel, and making disciples, so we don’t
expect the church as an institution to constantly make statements on everything.

When we disagree we do so with kindness. We look in each others eyes and ask
forgiveness when we’ve wronged each other over lesser causes.

We are slow to speak, quick to hear, humble, learners, patient. We don’t all have to speak
to political issues, and if we are going to speak we should learn all that we can first, as
people of the truth.

And we remember that there is coming a day when every nation falls. In 2000 years
there will probably be no more USA. There will be no more republicans and democrats.
There will be no more constitution. But the word of the Lord will endure forever. Jesus
will still be king.

And just as we’ll be better spouses when we love Jesus more than our spouses, and
better at our careers when our careers are not ultimate and defining, we will be better at
politics when they are less than God, when they don’t give us our story, when they don’t
define us.

Political engagement can be good, but it is always a very bad God.

All of the empty promises politics make to us are just cheap imitations of the much better
thing we have in Jesus.

Politics wants to consumer everything, but Jesus is over all things.

Politics wants to give us our identity, but for those who believe, we have been called
sons and daughters of God, trumping all other identities.

Politics want to tell us our primary citizenship is here, when Jesus tells us we have no
abiding city here and we are receiving a better city whose builder and maker is God.

Politics wants to say our primary people is our party, but Jesus gives us his church, his
body, where we have brothers and sisters and a good Father in a people that goes on
forever.
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Politicians offer us a future utopia and never deliver, when Jesus promises a future where
His glory will fill the earth as waters cover the sea.

Politicians ask more and more of us, more loyalty, more money, because its all on the line
in the next election and we never have enough.

But Jesus gives us the Gospel.

Where the one True King, left His throne, and gave Himself for us.

He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of death.

He was crucified, died, and was buried, and rose again.

So that at the name of Jesus every knee will bow and every tongue confess that Jesus is
Lord.
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Sermon Discussion Guide

I. Give to God What Is God’s (Like 20:19-26, Colossians 1:15-23)

What does it mean that God is God?

What are some of the attributes of Christ in Colossians 1:15-23?

What other “gods” tend to take the place of Christ in those categories?

II. Turn from Idols (1 Thessalonians 1:9-10, 1 John 5:21)

How is it significant that conversion involves turning to God from idols?

What common idols might we need to turn from to be saved?

How is it significant that Christians are commanded to keep themselves from idols in 1
John 5:21?

What role do idols play in the Christian’s life after their conversion?

How might politics become an idol?

How might politics consume everything about our lives?

III. Give to Caesar What Is Caesar’s
How does Gospel belief free us to engage with politics well?

If a Christian is loyal to Christ more than state or party, how does that make our political
engagement look different?

How can the church stand out as unique in a world where “everything is politics” and in a
country “deeply divided?”
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