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What We Believe – Part 2 – Jesus: the political prisoner  by Blair Odney 

 

“When he was on the cross, I was on his mind.” 

“Jesus paid it all.” 

“There’s power in the blood.” 

“See from his head, his hands, his feet, sorrow and love flow mingled down!” 

“And when I think that God, his son not sparing, sent him to die, I scarce can take it in. 

That on the cross, my burden gladly bearing, he bled and died to take away my sin.” 

Friends, have you been washed in the blood of Jesus?  Jesus is the atoning sacrifice for 

your sins my friends, he is the sacrificial lamb that earns your way into heaven as long 

as you accept him as your personal lord and savior.  Now who wants to sign up? 

These are the images, this is the language, these are the songs the culture around us 

hears about the point of Jesus’ life on earth; images of a torturous God, who requires 

our belief in and allegiance to a human blood sacrifice made 2000 years ago.  Without a 

personal conversion story, a born again story, without a full immersion baptism, 

without speaking in tongues and without a confession that Jesus is your personal lord 

and saviour, you’re not gonna make it into heaven.  Richard Dawkins points it out in 

his book, The God Delusion¸ and Christian extremists preach it every Sunday. Our 

brothers and sisters in this theological mindset, take Paul’s writing, and in my mind, 

Paul’s immature theology, and make God’s love unconditional as long as we say and do 

the right things....mostly about Jesus Christ. 

I will say this again.  We cannot read a word of Paul without remembering that he 

sanctioned the death of the first Christian martyr, Stephen.  It wasn’t the last such 

murderous act he witnessed and approved.  We also cannot read a word of Paul 

without remembering his own conversion experience on the Damascus Road, where the 

risen Christ challenged him.  With guilt released when the scales fell from his eyes, I 

believe Paul scoured the Hebrew Scriptures to find a way to make Jesus the ultimate 

atoning sacrifice for HIS sin.  The church turned it into everybody’s...for time 

immemorial.  That’s where all this blood sacrifice theology comes from...from Paul’s 

own reflection on his own behaviour and his understanding of God. 

Now while Paul’s is the earlier writing, I think this theology is flawed, skewed by his 

own personal history of guilt, shame and repentance.  And I believe its unhelpful 

theology as we approach our own connection to the Christian tradition.   



This theology of atoning for our sins, distorts not only our image of Jesus and his 

ministry, it distorts our own discipleship here on earth.  This kind of theology simply 

encourages us to get out of life alive;  by confessing that Jesus as Lord and Saviour, we 

are obligated to do nothing but be nice until we die.  That’s when we get to party.  We 

don’t really have to take responsibility for our own collective experience while we 

live...we just need to survive it.  I know I’m simplifying this theology but without the 

spiritual practice of discernment, I believe most of the culture outside the church gets 

this message. 

The gospel stories of Jesus life and ministry were recorded much later than Paul’s 

letters, but I think they do far more to help us figure out who Jesus was, and who he is 

for us today.  Let’s start off with a couple of facts.  Jesus was Jewish.  We lose sight of 

this, we lose sight of his religious upbringing, his understanding of the Torah, and his 

own relationship to the “tribe.”  He did not set out to create a new religion; he set out to 

help his own people see their faith in a new way. 

Second, his spiritual discipline of withdrawing to quiet places to pray seems to suggest 

that he followed a particular kind of Jewish mysticism that called him into a deeply 

spiritual connection with God; not the vengeful, angry, jealous God, but the intimate, 

tender God who is like a parent to a vulnerable child.  Forget these two things and we 

make Jesus some kind stranger from a strange land who seems to have landed out of no 

where.  He was a Jewish mystic who understood the scriptures and their inherent call in 

a particular way.   

Now, in my mind there are three events in Jesus life that tell exactly what he was here 

to do. 

Speaking in the synagogue 

 - describe it 

The Canaanite Woman 

 - describe it 

The Cleansing of the temple and this teaching that Marion read for us today. 

 - describe it 

In facing the temple leaders he was facing the agents of Empire.   Jesus saw what was 

happening in the temple. He saw how the temple authorities had sold out to Roman 

authority to keep their positions of power and influence over their own people.  The 

kingdom of God as Jesus described it from the prophet Isaiah in the temple is 



characterized by the oppressed being freed, the sick healed, good news preached, and 

debt forgiven.  Making public, this idea of the Kingdom of God was a direct assault on 

the kingdom of Caesar and the tyranny of political and economic oppression.  This was 

a direct protest against empire.  Have you seen the cartoon on Christina’s wall?  The 

caption reads “the first Occupy Wall Street Protester.”  And it’s a picture of Jesus and 

his disciples. 

Loving God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and loving your neighbor as 

yourself, has direct implications on how we treat ourselves, how we treat our 

neighbors, how communities of faith live with one another, how nations become 

neighbors, what we do to the earth.  Loving our neighbor as ourselves means the scales 

of economic justice, political power and sexual equality are balanced.  And that means 

someone has to give up something. 

Rome was not happy 

Jesus also had the audacity to forgive people.  His risen spirit still does.  He looks at us, 

in the way he saw the woman caught in adultery.  After he asks those who are without 

sin to cast the first stone, he says to her, “has no one condemned you?  Then neither do 

it. Go and be separated no more.”  This kind of action flew in the face of Jewish law.  

This action and a myriad of other ways that Jesus messed with the religious authorities 

led to the temple authorities being unhappy.   

Friends, these are the things that got Jesus killed.  Jesus did not die a religious martyr, 

he died a political prisoner. He died the way all protesters of Roman authority died.  He 

was crucified. Period.   

But this was not the final word.  This was not the last say.  This was not the ultimate 

silencing.  Easter happened; the decisive action of the fullness of God happened.  Oh the 

Jesus the disciples knew, died.  That Jesus is still dead.  But after the action of Easter, an 

action we barely wrap our heads around, the disciples experienced Jesus in a whole 

new way.  And that new way empowered them from fear to life, to love in action, to 

become followers of a way that had and continues to have social and political 

ramifications. 

Friends, Jesus did not die for your sins. He is not your ticket to heaven. Your place in 

the universe is already taken care of.  Jesus lived that we might have life and have it 

abundantly.  He came that where two or more are gathered we might be empowered 

beyond our individual limitations.  He came to give us freedom to live our humanity as 

he lived his – “greater things than these shall you do in my name.”  He came to give us 

back to ourselves “has no one condemned you, neither do I....go and be separated no 

longer.”  



 This is the Spirit of the living Christ that empowers our living,  that calls us into 

relationships with one another, that challenges us to address the sins of empire as we 

find them today.  And that is no small matter.  Friends, this is the good news of Jesus 

Christ.  It is such good news it need not be imposed on anyone.  Believe it, and be at 

peace.  Amen. 

 


