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Preface

Politics can be a dirty word. 
For many, the word itself produces disgust. But “politics” can 

mean a myriad of things. I will explain what I mean by politics in 
the introduction, but for now let me set expectations and detail 
what this book is not. 

What This Book Is Not

This book is not an argument for one party over another. I 
don’t have a secret agenda to make you conservative or progressive, 
right or left. My goal is not to get you to vote one way or another in 
the future. Neither you nor I know what the future holds. 

This book is also not a manual for policies. I won’t go into 
different issues and give categories for how to think about them. 
Ethical triage needs to be done at some point, but there are other 
books for that. 

And related to these two things, this book is not simply an argu-
ment for a third way. Good resides in third-wayism, but sometimes 
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it amounts to simply being a criticizer rather than a creator, a pro-
testor rather than a planner. 

Instead, this book offers a paradigm, a framework from which 
to think. It is a book aimed at political discipleship. One of the prob-
lems with our politics is that we often start with the issues and don’t 
have a solid foundation from which to build. 

I hope this book can be part of a structural framework. I hope 
it will allow for complexity, paradox, and different conclusions 
based on various circumstances and social locations. I hope one 
will leave recognizing Christianity is quite political, but maybe not 
in the way you think. 

Writing a book about politics provides abundant opportunities 
to offend. I’m exploring a paradox, and certain chapters are meant 
to be read together. If you feel yourself saying, “Yes, but,” please 
read the next chapter before you jump to judgment. 

One other comment is necessary. While I aimed to write this 
book for all Christians thinking about politics, I couldn’t escape 
being a white Protestant Westerner situated within American poli-
tics. Though I hope my principles can be applied in various con-
texts, I aim more directly at what it means to exist as a Christian in 
the political landscape of the United States. 



1

INTRODUCTION

Political Gospel

The barber was just down Hawthorne Boulevard, a few blocks 
from the school where I taught. 
The school was a strange place to work. We were an evangeli-

cal seminary sitting on one of Portland, Oregon’s most notorious 
streets. On these sidewalks individualism reigns—strange haircuts 
and strange getups as far as the eye can see. 

Google “The Unipiper” and you’ll see what I mean. 
I enjoyed being on Hawthorne Boulevard. It’s a taste of where 

culture is going. It’s all about authenticity, whether in food or per-
sonal expression. On Hawthorne, you find a people group who 
need the gospel, no more or less than anyone else. 

But that day, I needed to get my hipster fade. No one gives a 
good hipster fade like a Portland barber. My barber and I got into 
the normal type of conversation when you get a haircut. She asked 
me what I did. 

“I teach theology,” I told her. 
She looked at me quizzically and asked, “Why?” 
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Portlanders don’t regularly meet theology professors. It was 
like I was from Mars, or the days when people watched Home 
Improvement with Tim Allen. 

I knew there were two traps to avoid in answering her question 
(as it was a gospel opportunity). 

First, I had to steer away from partisan politics. 
Most people in Portland know about evangelicals from MSNBC. 

Poll Portlanders and they won’t say evangelicals are known for their love 
of Jesus and their neighbor. They think all evangelicals are Republicans, 
which in Portland (whether for the right or wrong reasons) immedi-
ately hinders gospel conversations. I had to tread carefully. 

But there was another pitfall I wanted to avoid. I didn’t want to 
communicate my beliefs were merely a personal conviction. They 
are a personal conviction, but they are much more than that. 

I was tired of people saying, “Well that sounds nice for you. I’m 
glad that works for you.” Portlanders are all about letting you do 
what you want to do. They are all about your truth, defined by the 
sovereign “I.”

I had the opportunity to share the gospel, but I wanted to avoid 
these two ditches. What was I to say? 

The typical evangelical answer comes in this sort of form: God 
loves you and wants to have a relationship with you. But you have 
pushed yourself away from God and now he wants you to come back. 
You can only come back through Jesus. 

Now, there is a lot of good in this answer, but there are two 
problems. First, to say God loves you confuses people, because they 
are not sure they want to love God. They are not convinced he is 
good. Second, we need to think bigger. “God loves you,” while 
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true, is not really the story of the Bible. It’s too narrow. The Bible 
paints a grander vision. 

So rather than giving an immediate answer, I said, “Well, 
because I’m interested in the big questions of life, like: Why are we 
here? What are we to do? What went wrong? Where are we going?” 

As she was cleaning her clipper she asked, “Well, what did you 
find out?” 

Great opportunity, right? 
It was at this point that I had a few minutes to summarize the 

message of Jesus. How was I to do this? What sort of answer was I 
to give? What sort of answer would you give?

Political Gospel

My argument in this book is that Christianity is political. 
Though it might sound crazy in our supercharged political climate, 
I don’t think the average Christian is nearly political enough. 

It has become a truism to state that Jesus didn’t come with 
a political message. As the common trope goes, though Israel 
expected a warrior-king to come riding on a white horse to over-
throw Rome, he came with a spiritual message about their hearts. 
Jesus simply wants a relationship with you. 

The problem is, this is a half-truth. 
Jesus made a political announcement. He declared himself to 

be King. We have one ruler to whom we are loyal. 
Kanye West popularized this political message with his album Jesus 

Is King. However, many still think “Jesus is King” means, “He is Lord 
of my life.” We forget Jesus is more than that; he is the King of kings. 
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Jesus was not “conservative” or “progressive,” but we must not 
miss the politics of Jesus. The whole biblical story line can be put 
under the banner of politics. 

• God put humans here to rule the earth. 
• Sin is insurrection. 
• Redemption is the offer of amnesty and citi-

zenship in a new kingdom. 
• Restoration is the empire come. 

Rule out politics, and you throttle the proclamation of God’s 
saving power. Almost all the vocabulary of salvation (justification, 
peace, faithfulness, and kingdom of God) has a political dimension. 
The substance of Christian hope at its foundation is political. Thus, 
Jesus was not merely urging a revolution in personal values. He was 
not aloof to political concerns; it was the very purpose of his coming. 

I hope to show you that the spheres of religion and politics are 
not only partially overlapping, but completely and wholly overlap-
ping. Yet, maybe not in the way you think. 

Politics Defined

When you hear me arguing for a more “political” understanding 
of the gospel message, you might mistakenly assume a few things. 

First, you might think I’m speaking about a partisanship. Many 
equate being political with being partisan, but politics is larger than 
partisanship. I’m not arguing we should do more wheeling and 
dealing along party lines, or that pastors should endorse candidates. 
I’m not arguing Jesus can be smuggled into one of our political 
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parties or that preachers should be more like politicians. That is not 
what I mean by “political.”

Second, you might think I’m arguing for the merging of church and 
state. While instituting Christian law into our political processes is a 
complex topic, we need to recognize the authority of the church and 
the authority of governing officials are distinct. We must not imitate 
imperialist forms of religion: the Spanish Inquisition, Charlemagne, 
the cross-carrying conquistadors, the Nazi co-option of Christianity—
these are all corruptions of 
Christianity’s political vision. We 
have seen through history that 
using political power to imple-
ment God’s law ends in disaster. 

If I don’t mean these things, 
then what do I mean? 

My subject is politics in the 
historical sense of the word. I mean politics in terms of public life, 
the ordering of society, enacting justice, and the arranging of com-
mon goods. 

“Political” simply means the activities associated with the orga-
nization and governance of people. It has to do with rulership and 
who has the right to order our lives. It is what happens in the public 
domain. To paraphrase Augustine, politics is people bound together 
by common loves.1

Politics comes from the Greek word polis which means city, or 
politikia meaning the affairs of the cities. In some ways, “a political 

1 Augustine, City of God, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series 1. 

Using political 
power to 

implement 
God’s law ends 

in disaster.
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gospel” simply means a public reality, and the governance of that 
public activity, as opposed to a private or individualistic one. 

God is sovereign over the whole world, not merely the inner 
reaches of the human heart. His project includes the ordering of 
society, of public life, the establishment of a coming city, and even 
its present manifestation in the church.

But I’m also not merely suggesting Christianity has political 
implications. Christianity is itself a politic. 

It is an all-encompassing vision of the world and human life. 
This all-encompassing vision is meant to be enacted in the church, 
showcased to our neighbors, and spread to the world. 

Politics answers the questions: How do we live together? How do 
we deal with money? How do we treat our enemies? What is author-
ity? How should we love? Whom should we love? What does it mean to 

be human? How do we form com-
munities? What is justice? Who is in 
charge? And how do we disagree? 

Politics is simply how we 
partner together for the flourish-
ing of humanity and the world. 
We must open the horizon of 
politics past partisanship and 
allow God to have his say again. 
Christian politics concerns how 

we integrate our confession that Jesus is Lord with our call to love 
our neighbors. 

Many people wonder if Jerusalem has anything to do with 
Athens, but it should also be asked whether Bethlehem has any-
thing to say about Rome? The answer is actually quite easy. 

Christian politics 
concerns how 

we integrate our 
confession that 

Jesus is lord with 
our call to love 
our neighbors.
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King Herod, the puppet of Rome, didn’t kill the baby boys in 
Bethlehem because a spiritual guru was born. He killed them because 
a new Ruler had arrived, and he knew his days were numbered. 

That is why Jesus was crucified on a Roman cross. Why Peter 
was crucified by Nero upside-down. Why Paul was beheaded by 
the same Caesar. Their messages were the tremors of a new regime. 

Putting Politics in Its Place

But why is this important now? Aren’t we trying to get people 
to be less political in the church, not more? Recovering the true 
political nature of our message is vital because it puts politics in its 
proper place. 

By putting politics in its place I mean two things. First, the 
church in many places has become partisan. Political loyalties need 
to be demoted. In America, some gatherings become a seat for the 
Donkey or Elephant to gain loyalists. We swallow whole the red or 
blue pill. Into the matrix we go. 

Most political discipleship comes from talking heads on cable 
news, not from reflections on the implications of our faith for pub-
lic life. I have stopped counting the number of stories I have heard 
of pastors telling me they have been fired, or their congregants 
have left, because their message was getting too political or was not 
political enough. 

No matter what you think about what happened from 2016 
to 2021 in America, the evidence suggests churches have failed 
to disciple people in the realm of political engagement. Many are 
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leaving churches over politics before they will leave their politics 
for a church.2 

The fire-hydrant of partisan news is winning hearts. A thirty-
minute sermon floats like a speck on the ocean surface of cable 
news. We are what we eat. While most of us theoretically know the 
gospel transcends political partisanship and division, it is another 
thing to put that into practice. 

Second, we need to put politics in its place in a positive sense. 
Some churches and Christians, in reaction to this partisanship, 
have privatized their faith. Not much is said about how the gospel 

should shape our public habits or 
stances. Without knowing it, we 
begin to engrave a distinction 
between personal and political 
ethics. However, this distinction 
is hard to maintain. 

Do Jesus’s words “Blessed are 
the peacemakers” in Matthew 5:9 
apply to individuals or communi-
ties? The correct answer is, yes. 

Too often the church has become politically quietistic or innoc-
uous. But only the privileged have this opportunity. The black slave 
families in the American South knew politics matter. Women in 
the 1920s knew. Cuban immigrants who sought to escape Castro 
knew. Hebrew slaves in Egypt knew. Those who experienced 

2 I saw Derwin Gray say this on Twitter. 

The fire-hydrant 
of partisan news 
is winning hearts. 
a thirty-minute 

sermon floats like 
a speck on the 
ocean surface 
of cable news.
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Hurricane Katrina knew. And Jesus knew that politics matter as he 
was nailed onto a Roman cross.3 

In sum, putting politics in its proper place means recovering 
the political nature of our message. And we need to recover our 
political gospel because our political discipleship has become mal-
formed. While Christians are quick to speak, write, and reflect on 
marriage, vocation, and spiritual practices, fewer attempt to address 
how Christianity is itself a politic. 

As Christians we desire to bring every part of our lives in con-
formity with Christ. Every corner, every back alley, every uncharted 
spot in our life must be touched by the hand of Jesus. This includes 
our political lives. 

We have more work to do in political discipleship. 
So to clear the ground we have to go back to the New Testament. 

In Jesus’s time, the division we have constructed between religion 
and politics was not a given. Furthermore, it was not a given 
throughout most of history. The question of whether Jesus was a 
religious or political figure would have made little sense to a first-
century individual. 

The problem can be summarized in this way: Christianity is 
political, but it has been “partisanized.” Christianity is public, but 
it has been privatized. 

3 I paraphrase some of this language from Lee Camp, Scandalous Witness: 
A Little Political Manifesto for Christians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2020), 6. 
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Christians and Politics 

Option 1         Faithfulness        Option 2

Private             Political          Partisan

The Paradox

My focus in this book will be on one tension, or paradox, that 
we find difficult. To claim Jesus’s message is political is one thing. 
However, to say in what way it is political is another thing. Imagine 
with me a scenario.4 

In the distant future a spaceship parks over New York City. 
A group of humanoids deboard claiming they are from a distant 
planet. They are a strange group. Though they look like humans 
in that they walk upright on two legs, they have small heads, no 
hair, and a blueish tint. They tell earth-humans that they represent 
a new era. They are just a delegation; there are thousands of ships 
on the way. They claim this new era will change how we live for 
the good. 

Obviously, earth-humans would be nervous about what this 
means. It sounds like these humanoids want to colonize earth. But 
the humanoids explain they have a communication tool that will 
make our lives better. Justice will reign. Everything will be fair. No 
one will be left out. In fact, they go further than this. They invite 

4 A similar example appears in Jonathan Leeman’s book, How the Nations 
Rage (Nashville: Nelson Books, 2018), 114. I have changed the details and 
illustration to some extent. 
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people to view glimpses of this tool weekly, where they talk about 
how to live like the future is already present. 

These humanoids go to great lengths to connect with earth-
humans. They begin dressing like them, eating like them—in some 
respect, acting like them. 

Though assumptions spread about insurrection, when asked 
pointedly on CNN, the humanoids affirm they support the cur-
rent governing authorities and will submit to them. When asked 
whether they will continue to support the governing authorities 
when the rest of their fleet arrives with the new technology, they 
say the governing authorities will no longer be necessary. Their 
tool will accomplish what the government has been trying to do all 
these years. In the meantime, they are happy to support them, as 
long as they preserve society until their gift arrives. 

How would you feel about such a group? 
I’m sure you would have some mixed feelings. In one sense they 

sound like a threat to society. In another sense, it sounds like they 
genuinely want to do good. They can support what is happening 
now, but they also say a new era is arriving. They are representatives 
of it, and they don’t seem to be hiding any ill will. 

I will argue a very similar tension exists in the Scriptures. 

• Christians are, in a sense, alien delegates to the 
world from a different kingdom.

• Churches are colonies of the kingdom that 
give the world a foretaste of what life will be 
like when Christ returns.
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• Jesus called the Roman rulers tyrants and 
foxes, but also said to submit to them and pay 
taxes to Caesar. 

• Both Jesus and Paul were brought before the 
power of the state and condemned. However, 
they were also both innocent of sedition. 

• Romans 13 commands us to submit to gov-
erning authorities, but Revelation 13 also says 
the governing authorities power stems from 
Satan. 

The paradox shows Christians both are a political threat and 
are not a political threat. Early Christians sought not to provoke 
political strife, but their very presence did so at times. As Kavin 
Rowe puts it, Christianity says: “new culture, yes—coup, no.”5 It is 
this tension we need to recover for our modern political 
engagement.

The gospel message is a world-forming, public, and political 
reality. Jesus calls people to a new way of life, a new society, a new 

community. In this way, Jesus and 
Paul contested the current order 
of society. 

Yet at the same time, Jesus is 
after no earthly throne. Rome was 
not the main problem. Jesus and 

5 Rowe repeats this line throughout his book. C. Kavin Rowe, World Upside 
Down: Reading Acts in the Graeco-Roman Age (Oxford University Press, 2010), 
5.

Jesus doesn’t 
allow you to 

lock him in your 
political box.
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Paul were not guilty of revolution, and Christians were not even 
forbidden from serving the state. 

How can both of these things be true? How can Christians 
offer a radically subversive political message and be submissive to 
the ruling authorities? 

Some tend to emphasize being submissive to the government, 
while others tend to emphasize Jesus’s subversive message. Some 
speak of Jesus as “meek and mild” while others show Jesus was a 
“political revolutionary.” Some focus more on Jesus’s word to love 
your enemies, while others capitalize on Jesus’s action in the tem-
ple. The reality is, both exist simultaneously. 

Jesus doesn’t allow you to lock him in your political box. 

Pause and Reflect

You might want to pause at this point and think about your 
church tradition. At the risk of oversimplification, because of 
social privileges, majority white churches in the United States have 
tended to emphasize submitting to government authorities while 
majority black churches have been more thoughtful about bibli-
cal subversion. Or, to give another example, house churches in 
communist countries must think carefully about subversion, while 
party- sanctioned churches must think carefully about submission. 

The problem is when one of these becomes a totalizing view of 
Christianity. Subversion and submission are both true. They some-
how fit together. It’s a paradox. 

We need to learn from one another. 
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The aim of this book is to explore the paradox. Eugene Peterson 
puts the point well: “The gospel of Jesus Christ is more political 
than anyone imagines, but in a way that no one guesses.”6

The Plan of This Book

While there are many good books on politics, this one differs in 
several ways. Rather than focusing on issues (immigration, climate 
change, abortion, religious freedom), I want to provide a framework 
for thinking through political discipleship and our public witness. 

We get this framework from the Bible, even though no verse 
or section comprises our entire political theology. We have some 
assembly to do. 

We must remember that Jesus and early Christians also lived 
under a political system. So, we not only have some theological 
assembly to do; we have some historical and cultural work to do as 
well.7 We will do this by comparing the Christian message to that 
of Rome and its emperors. 

This book doesn’t contain everything one could say about 
political theology. My aim is narrower. I am not only arguing 
Christianity is political, but also focusing on two actions based on 

6 Eugene H. Peterson, Reversed Thunder: The Revelation of John and the 
Praying Imagination (San Francisco: HarperOne, 1991), 117.

7 Many political theory and theology books have surprisingly little to say 
about how Christians interacted with the Roman Empire. This might be because 
we are prone to focus on Jewish backgrounds rather than Roman backgrounds, 
but we have much to learn from early postures toward governing authorities. A 
chasm separates historical studies and political theology (at least in my field). It’s 
time to build a bridge across this abyss. We should look at how Jesus and early 
Christians responded to the Roman Empire and then draw principles from 
their interaction for our own political formation and public witness. 
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one major truth. The truth is this: human governments are subordi-
nate to God’s rule. God is in charge and humans must align them-
selves with his purposes. His authority over our lives is of a different 
order than the authority of governing officials. 

Though this sounds simple, it has massive implications. 
Because God is our authority, we are to subvert and submit to 

governing authorities. While we might think these are contradictory 
responses, they both stem from the same conviction. 

To trace the paradox of subversion and submission, I have 
divided this book into three sections. First, we will look at our 
political past, focusing on Jesus’s politically subversive message but 
submissive presence. Then we will examine our political present and 
see how the church turned the world upside down but was also 
declared innocent. Finally, we will look toward our political future 
and see how the kingdom of God conquers all other kingdoms but 
does so by God’s citizens being martyrs. 

The structure of the book can be viewed through three words 
that indicate the political nature of our faith. The first section con-
cerns the “gospel,” the second the “church,” and the final section 
Jesus’s “return.” All of these are political terms. 

Political Structure

Political Past Gospel Jesus’s announcement of victory 

Political Present Church A political assembly 

Political Future Return The return of a ruler 

In all of these we will refer to Christianity under the banner of 
“The Way,” following the book of Acts, displaying the paradox and 
tension of Christian political discipleship.
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• Jesus proclaimed the way of the kingdom but 
enacted it as the way of the dove.

• Paul proclaimed the way of subversion but did 
so in the way of submission.

• Jesus’s return will be the way of the lion but 
embodied in the way of a slain lamb. 

The Gospel and Portland: Reprise

So how did I answer my barber in Portland when she asked 
me the basic message of Christianity? How was I to avoid giving 
an answer she could shrug at and say, “Nice for you,” but also one 
where she wouldn’t think I was trying to persuade her to join a 
political party? 

My answer was probably not very good, but what I tried to do 
was set up the Bible’s grand kingdom and King narrative. I told her 
a story about politics. 

I said, “God is in the process of making a beautiful garden-city 
where, because of the new King’s governance and wisdom, there 
will be no more pain, sadness, division, violence, hurt, and hate.

“That was always the plan. God has always intended humans 
to rule earth with him. But we have all turned and attempted to 
create our own kingdoms. We created Babylons, evil cities where 
we redefine evil and good and fight one another. These are opposed 
to God’s good design.

“So God has graciously provided our true and undeserved 
Monarch, who died on the cross and is in the process of making a 
new society. God requires us to pledge loyalty to his Son and start 
living the kingdom life now amid dark and broken kingdoms.”
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“Interesting,” she said, as she paused and looked at me for a 
moment. Then she finished cutting my hair. 

Perhaps she found it interesting because I presented it as a pub-
lic reality instead of a partisan reality. A political reality and not 
only a personal relationship. 

The gospel is political. 
That means your Christianity is not private. 
That means your Christianity is public. 
That means your Christianity is not, as the Dude in The Big 

Lebowski said, “Just, like, your opinion, man.” 






