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What Jesus do you know? 
If asked to define your understanding of Jesus, how would you answer? 
How would you describe your relationship with Jesus? 
What Jesus do you know? 
 
Brian McLaren in A Generous Orthodoxy describes the “seven Jesuses I have known.” He 
recounts being a child and first meeting Jesus, whom he calls the “Conservative Protestant 
Jesus,” the one born to die for his sins. Eventually McLaren struggled with this Jesus being too 
legalistic, individualistic, and having little global import…. 

As a young adult he encountered the “Pentecostal/Charismatic Jesus.” This Jesus was 
present, personal, and dramatically involved in every day’s details. But, McLaren had a 
nagging sense that there must be something more – something more global, historical, 
and creational…. 

This led McLaren to the “Roman Catholic Jesus.” He loved how the experience of 
the Eucharist and a connection to the traditions of the church lifted him beyond 
his own experience. But it still felt exclusive in some way…. 

So, for a time, McLaren describes worshiping the “Eastern Orthodox 
Jesus.” This Jesus was trinitarian – affirmed in mystery and yet still 
engaged in the world. 

This in turn led to the “Liberal Protestant Jesus,” with a focus on 
issues of social justice that grew out of an experience of personal 
faith. 

 
Whew! We’re at five Jesuses. McLaren writes about seven…. 
 
From there McLaren dug into the deep historic roots in peace and nonviolence of the “Anabaptist 
Jesus.” And finally, McLaren writes about the “Liberation Theology Jesus,” a Jesus who 
confronts injustice in the whole of society and stands in solidarity with the poor and the 
oppressed. 
 
What Jesus do you know? 
If asked to define your understanding of Jesus, how would you answer? 
How would you describe your relationship with Jesus? 
 
Part of what McLaren illustrates is the complexity of knowing Jesus. He doesn’t argue that one 
of these interpretations is the true Jesus, but he illumines the mysterious, subjective, experiential, 
cultural, and biblical realities of encountering Jesus. You may have known Jesus differently at 
different times in your life. You may know multiple Jesuses at the same time. 
 
What Jesus do you know? 



In our text this morning the Apostle Paul is defining Jesus. For the church in Colossae Paul 
frames a picture of Jesus. To those who were trying to know or understand Jesus he casts the big 
canvas of a cosmic Christ. To mix metaphors, Paul swings for the fences. This is one of the most 
expansive and staggering descriptions of Jesus in all of scripture and church tradition. 
 
Of course, there’s scholarly speculation that this text isn’t wholly original to Paul. It reads like a 
poem, or a hymn, or a kind of creedal statement. Paul could be riffing on an early song of the 
early church. But, no matter its genesis, what may be lost in translation is what Brian Walsh 
describes as a “jaw dropping audacity and sedition.” 
 
This is the song of a seditious and subversive Jesus. 
Not a Jesus who quickly comes to mind? 
Not a Jesus you know? 
Maybe a “Seditious Subversive Jesus” is an eighth expression of Jesus…. 
 
Let’s come at it this way. 
To a people living under the “imperial imagination” of the Roman Empire Paul writes about an 
entirely different way of seeing the world. This is not a praise song to a personal savior, or hymn 
about “what a friend we have,” this is a song that reinterprets reality. 

The Roman Emperor, and by extension the empire, claimed sovereignty. With its thumb 
on the scale for almost every measure of human interaction – economic, political, 
religious, cultural, vocational – the empire demanded unwavering allegiance. Ascend to 
and agree with the empire or be cast out. And in turn, Paul writes of a Jesus who won’t be 
pushed to the sidelines of spirituality or trivialized by accommodating the empire. Rather, 
Paul exposes the fraudulent claims of the empire. 

 
Listen to how Brian Walsh summarizes it: 
 

In a world in which images of Caesar where ubiquitous Paul writes of Jesus as the 
“image of the invisible God.” To an imperial mythology in which the emperor is nothing 
less than a “son of god” by virtue of his linage, Paul says that Christ was the “firstborn 
of all creation.” In a culture in which the emperor’s preeminence is embedded, 
legitimated and defended by socio-economic, political, and military structures, Paul has 
the audacity to proclaim not only that “all things in heaven and earth were created… 
through him and for him…” but specifically that all “thrones,” “dominions,” “rulers,” 
and “powers” are subject to his rule. Because of his resurrection, he is the one who will 
“have first place in everything.” 

 
You get the idea. Paul is not just pitching religious rhetoric…. 

He’s casting crowns to the ground. 
He’s overturning the tables. 
He’s flipping the script. 
He’s demythologizing the empire. 
He’s announcing that the emperor has no clothes. 

 
More? 



 
Rome claimed that they protected people from the chaos that threatened at the borders. The 
empire was the wall that kept the terrorists and barbarians out. And yet, Paul writes that Christ, 
“is before all things, and in him all things hold together.” He’s sovereign over the transitory 
claims of nationality or border politics. 
 
The emperor was seen as the “head” of the polis, of the body politic. And yet, Paul writes to this 
little community of Christ-followers that Jesus – not Rome, not Caesar – is the head. And the 
body is not the empire, but the church. 
 
And, one more point…. 
Pax Romana, the peace of Rome, was understood as the greatest accomplishment of the empire. 
They controlled and provided a measure of order and stability to the far reaches of the known 
world. But, they did so through violence and intimidation – and the crosses that littered the 
landscape where a symbol of that oppression. 

So, Paul proclaims that the cross, the vile shameful symbol of the empire’s power, was 
the place wherein Christ reconciled all things to himself and made “peace through the 
blood of his cross.” Pax Christi. 

 
Again. Paul turns reality on its head. 
As Walsh puts it: 
 

…think how liberating and subversive this would have been for the early Christian 
community. All around them the thrones, dominions, rulers and powers exert their 
imperial control, and along comes Paul and deconstructs them in the name of Christ. 
Their sovereignty is false, and that means the Christian community need not render to 
them the absolute obedience they demand. 

We are subject to another ruler,  
bow before a messianic throne,  
live in the dominion of the kingdom of God,  
and are shaped through the power manifest in Christ,  
who is the image of God, not Caesar. 

 
Dear friends, our current cultural moment has been characterized as a struggle for the soul of 
America. 

How will we live as a pluralistic society? How do we secure our borders and live into the 
ideals of the Constitution and our national symbols that call out to “your tired, your poor, 
your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, the wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me…” We are wrestling with expectations 
about truth, the “rule of law,” and our place among the nations. What do we believe about 
race and faith and human dignity and the sanctity of life? We’re asking questions about 
American exceptionalism and core of the American project. These are important debates. 
It will be a crucial election in 2020. 

 



Now. I know that some of you wish that I was more direct and forceful in my proclamation of 
the gospel in the face of racism, or xenophobia, or what currently passes as political discourse. 
And, I love a good rant, but…. 
 
But, I think my primary responsibility is to proclaim our primary allegiance to Jesus Christ. 

Let us not lose sight of the cosmic Christ who is sovereign over every kingdom and every 
empire. Let us not settle for a Jesus who is relegated to the spiritual sidelines or dismissed 
for political expediency. Let us know the Jesus who exposes the lies of the empire. Let us 
join Paul in singing a subversive hymn. And, let us gather at the table where the symbol 
of the invisible God is found in the broken bread and shared cup. 

 
What Jesus do you know? 

I want to know and worship the one who embodies the fullness of God and reconciles “to 
himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace though 
his blood, shed on the cross.” 

 
Amen. 


