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Jesus of Nazareth: how did he become the Christ?
An address given by Lorraine Parkinson for the Progressive Christianity Network of

Victoria at St David’s Uniting Church Canterbury,
6th September 2009.

A huge amount of time and events and cultural and political and religious changes
took place to bring about the transformation from Jesus of Nazareth to Jesus the
Christ in the minds and hearts of his followers.   We will look at some of the ‘why’
questions, as well as the ‘how’ questions about this pivotal development in the early
church.

This subject is enormously important for people who struggle to continue following
some of the fourth century ideas about Jesus which have been perpetuated through
the church’s traditions.   It is important for all Christians, no matter how they may
describe themselves, to look at how the transformation took place.

The first century
First I want to make the point that this shift in understanding of Jesus was already
taking place when the author of the Book of Revelation (John of Patmos) penned his
portrait of Jesus as the conquering Christ.  Revelation was written before the end of
the first century by a writer waiting for the second coming of Jesus, as were most of
his followers.  Let me compare briefly the portrayal of Jesus in Revelation with Jesus
in the Gospel of Mark.   Some scholars point to Mark 13 as a precursor to
Revelation.  Mark was probably written at least a decade before Revelation but it
describes an apocalyptic scenario in which Jerusalem is destroyed by the Romans.
Significantly though, the Markan Jesus clearly separates the destruction of
Jerusalem from the coming of the Messiah.  For Mark, who was writing not long after
Jerusalem was destroyed, the two things are not linked at all.  The Jesus of Mark’s
Gospel warns that if, during the destruction of Jerusalem, someone says, “Look,
here is the Messiah!” do not believe it.  It is only after that suffering is over that the
Son of Man will appear.

This is Mark’s viewpoint and no modern reader should be surprised at it, given that
Mark was writing in the seventies, after the destruction of Jerusalem.  At that point,
over forty years since the crucifixion, Jesus had still not returned.  Therefore Mark
puts into Jesus’ mouth the perspective of his own knowledge of Jerusalem’s
destruction, and his own hopes for Jesus as Messiah.  The obvious message is that
those hopes are not to be linked with the destruction of Jerusalem.

On the other hand, the Book of Revelation imagines the destruction of Rome as part
of the second coming of Jesus.  It contains a clear picture of Jesus who returns as
triumphant Messiah or Christ, carrying out Rome’s destruction.  This strikes a jarring
note with most of the rest of the New Testament, and certainly with modern
Christians who recognize the non-violent imperative of Jesus.  As John Dominic
Crossan says: “To turn the non-violent resistance of the slaughtered Jesus into the
violent warfare of the slaughtering Jesus is, for me as a Christian, to libel the body of
Jesus and to blaspheme the soul of Christ.” (God and Empire, p.224)  Strong words.
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The particular passage he points to in Revelation is 19:11-21.  To put it into context
in Revelation, after Jesus releases the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, the
mythical riders associated with empire, war, famine and pestilence upon the earth,
John writes this:

Then I saw heaven opened, and there was a white horse!  Its rider is called Faithful
and True, and in righteousness he judges and makes war.  His eyes are like a flame
of fire, and on his head are many diadems; and he has a name inscribed that no one
knows but himself.  He is clothed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is called
The Word of God.  And the armies of heaven, wearing fine linen, white and pure,
were following him on white horses.  From his mouth comes a sharp sword with
which to strike down the nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron; he will tread
the wine press of the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty.  On his robe and on his
thigh he has a name inscribed, “King of kings and Lord of lords.”

Then I saw an angel standing in the sun, and with a loud voice he called to all the
birds that fly in mid-heaven, “Come, gather for the great supper of God, to eat the
flesh of kings, the flesh of captains, the flesh of the mighty, the flesh of horses and
their riders – flesh of all, both free and slave, both small and great.”  Then I saw the
beast and the kings of the earth with their armies gathered to make war against the
rider on the horse and against his army.  And the beast was captured, and with it the
false prophet who had performed in its presence the signs by which he deceived
those who had received the mark of the beast and those who worshipped its image.
These two were thrown alive into the lake of fire that burns with sulphur.  And the
rest were killed by the sword of the rider on the horse, the sword that came from his
mouth; and all the birds were gorged with their flesh.

Revelation has always been controversial, but in accordance with developing
understandings of Jesus, by the time of St Athanasius in 367, Revelation was
accepted as part of the canon of the New Testament.  It appears first in a canonical
list in letters Athanasius sent to his churches in Egypt in 367.  It was formally
accepted as part of the canon at the Third Council of Carthage in 397.  The
significant thing to note is that Revelation’s inclusion in the NT canon occurs after
the Council of Nicea had formulated its Nicene Creed. Revelation was one of two
books (the other being the Epistle of James) that continued to be questioned by
church leaders up to and including the time of Martin Luther in the 16th century.

Ironically, the violent rhetoric of Revelation is intended to discourage Christian
involvement in the violence of Empire – known in Revelation as ‘the Beast’.   In
chapter 18 Rome is also called Babylon, and John writes: “Come out of her, my
people, so that you do not take part in her sins, and so that you do not share in her
plagues.”  John of Patmos is obviously concerned that some followers of Jesus are
already being corrupted by connection to power structures within the empire.  In
spite of John’s warnings, the Jesus of Revelation is simply not the humble Rabbi
from Nazareth who teaches non-violent resistance to empire.   Clearly he has
become the avenging heavenly war lord.  The point is that this image comes as early
as the end of the first century.  How did that happen?  It could be said that it
happened because it could!
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By the time Revelation was written, Paul had been dead for over 30 years, and his
ministry had been spectacularly successful in opening the way for the inclusion of
Gentiles in synagogues throughout the Jewish Diaspora – in Syria, Asia Minor and
Egypt. The reason for their inclusion in synagogues was that at the end of the first
century Jesus’ followers were still mainly Jewish, and of course they met in
synagogues.  The inclusion of the Gentiles marked a turning point in new ways of
understanding Jesus.  Whereas Jesus’ original followers saw his message as crafted
and intended only for them, the Gentile-influenced early church saw things
differently.  Paul had enabled Gentiles to enter what by then had become the Christ
movement, without the intermediate step of first becoming Jews.

The requirement to convert first to Judaism would have discouraged many Gentiles
in the first years of Paul’s missionary activity.  During the 40s and 50s he obtained
permission from the surviving original followers of Jesus in Jerusalem for Gentiles to
join the movement ‘as they were’ (Acts 21:17-26).  In Corinthians 7:19-20 he sums
up his position on this Gentile inclusion: “Circumcision is nothing and uncircumcision
is nothing; but obeying the commandments of God is everything.  Let each of you
remain in the condition in which you were called.”  (That is, Jewish or Gentile).

At the same time, there is no clear evidence that Paul rejected observance of Torah
for Jews (including himself).  Significantly, Paul’s understanding of Jesus was
influenced by his personal conversion to belief in a risen ‘Christ’, who appeared to
him in visions.  Out of that came his exclusive focus on preaching ‘Christ crucified
and risen’.  Paul’s apparent lack of interest in Jesus’ teachings was powerfully
influential in the early church’s move away from following the teachings of Jesus the
Rabbi toward looking for the meaning of the ‘risen Christ’.  Messiahs were not
supposed to die, let alone be executed as criminals.  For Paul, answers had to be
found to this largely self-imposed dilemma.

In the wider picture, the inclusion of uncircumcised Gentiles in synagogues post-
Easter was seen by mainstream Jewish leadership as a threat to the cohesion and
security of Judaism and the Jewish people.  After the catastrophe of the Jewish War
against the Romans, led by several ‘messiah’ figures, the Jewish leadership wanted
nothing to do with a continuing messianic movement based on a man who had been
executed by the Romans for insurrection.

At the time the gospels were written, Jewish religion had lost its Temple.  It was
regrouping as a rabbinic synagogue-based form of Judaism.  Its focus was almost
entirely on careful observance of Torah, which meant it could not countenance what
it saw as the pollution of Gentile inclusion.  These early struggles between
mainstream Jewish leadership and the Jewish group calling Jesus the Messiah
came to a head early in the second century.   In 132 CE a Jewish freedom
movement under a man called Bar Kokhba began to call him the Messiah.  He
gained a great deal of support from Palestinian Jews.  The local Jewish followers of
Jesus argued with them that Jesus was the Messiah, not Bar Kokhba.  For that they
were finally ostracized from Jewish society.  The crushing of the Bar Kokhba
rebellion also led to the complete Roman expulsion of all Jews from Jerusalem into
the territories of the Jewish Diaspora.  That reinforced the exiled Jewish leadership’s
opposition to the followers of any messiah, including Messiah Jesus.
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The point is that from then on, the development of the early church – soon to be
called Christianity – was in Gentile territory among Gentiles.  That eventually led to a
complete reinterpretation of Jesus as the Christos, or Christ.

The second century
During the second century a crucial factor in the transformation of Jesus of
Nazareth to Jesus the Christ continued to be language.  Greek philosophical ideas
about God were added to the Jewish heritage taken mainly from the Hebrew
scriptures.  Well-to-do Jews in the Diaspora were given a Greek education as well as
being schooled in the Hebrew Torah.  The result was that Greek-speaking Jewish
and Gentile Christians read the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible and the
gospels written in Greek.  Certain letters of Paul (written in Greek) were also being
circulated among the early church communities.    Consequently the Christ
movement called Jesus the Greek translation of ‘Messiah’, which is Christos.  It is
important to recognize that this is not merely the translation of a name from one
language into another.  The translation carried with it a whole new world of meaning.

As ideas about Jesus as Messiah were developed among Christians in Syria, Asia
Minor and Egypt, Greek ideas about God and about Jesus Christos began to
influence their understanding of him.   Each language contains its own thought world
and God was seen by Hellenistic Jews and Greek-speaking Gentile Christians
through the Greek world-view as the transcendent, unmovable God known in Greek
mythology.  To maintain his purity, this unreachable God necessarily required a
mediator, or advocate, to negotiate directly with sinful humanity.  Through the
process of moving into a new language, the thought world of the Greeks made its
way into Christian understandings of both Jesus and God.

As this thought pattern developed, Jesus the Galilean Rabbi, now called Christos,
became that mediator from heaven.  We see this clearly in the prologue to the
Gospel of John, where Jesus is the Logos, or agent of creation, appearing among
humanity on behalf of God.  John sees him as having the closeness with God as of a
son with a father, but it is always through the son that humanity approaches God.
From that point the name ‘Christ’ was invested with meanings far removed from the
original Jewish understanding of Messiah, which simply meant ‘anointed
representative of God’ (like King David).  It certainly did not mean that Jesus was a
divine or semi-divine mediator between humanity and God.   The writings of the
‘Church Fathers’ in the second to fourth centuries reveal clearly the so-called
‘christological debates’ that developed because of these quantum shifts in
understandings of Jesus.

By the middle of the second century the Christians were emerging as a new,
independent religious group.  Now that the early church had realized clearly that it no
longer was Judaism, or a form of Judaism, it had to figure out what exactly it was.
What makes Christianity not Judaism, what makes it not Jewish?  How is it able at
the same time to hold on to the Jewish scriptures and still not be Judaism, and still
not be Jewish?  Considering the new ideas about Jesus being adopted by the early
church, they were some of the major questions confronting Christian thinkers, writers
and leaders in the second century.
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This was also the great age of Christian diversity.  There were sects, schools,
heresies of all kinds, and different brands of Christianity in different areas, or even
living side by side in the same city.  At one point in second century Rome, Justin
Martyr had his Christian school in one part of the city while the gnostic teacher
Valentinus was in another school in Rome, and yet another heretic by the name of
Marcion was also in Rome, just down the street somewhere.  All of them were living
and teaching alongside the official papal tradition that was developing as part of St
Peter’s See, also in Rome.

The significance of all this was that each form of Christianity tended to tell the story
of Jesus in a different way.  This is the period that produced an increasing number of
‘gospels’ from all over the empire.  Even as far back as Paul’s time there were
several teachers doing the rounds, interpreting Jesus in different ways.  1
Corinthians chapter 1 has this: “It has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that
there are quarrels among you, my brothers and sisters.  What I mean is that each of
you says, “I belong to Paul,” or “I belong to Apollos,” or “I belong to Cephas,” or “I
belong to Christ.”  The problem was that there were people in Corinth such as
Apollos telling the followers that Paul had not given them the wisdom of Jesus – his
teachings.  Paul tells the Corinthians that the focus is on ‘Christ crucified’: “For Jews
demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a
stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.”   Already, in the early days of
Paul’s mission, there was a move away from Jesus the Rabbi to Jesus the crucified
Christ.  As I said, Paul was a convert, his conversion based on his vision of the
crucified, risen Christ.  It is not surprising that he concentrated on that particular
understanding of Jesus.

Meanwhile, it was becoming more and more difficult for all the followers of Jesus to
find unity.  The questions to which uniform answers had to be found included, how
Greek or how Jewish are we to be?  How do we adapt to the surrounding culture?
Most importantly, what is the real meaning of the death of Jesus, and who do we say
that he is?  Or perhaps it’s his sayings that are most important, and not his death or
resurrection.  In fact, it was the drive for Christian unity that actually led to schisms.
This is still the case.

An important milestone in development of Christian self-consciousness or Christian
self-identity was the emergence of the word ‘Christianity’.   It appeared for the first
time in the writings of the early second century Christian thinker Ignatius, who lived
in Western Asia Minor, modern day Western Turkey.  In his letters Ignatius warned
his flock to stay away from all sorts of theological perils out there, including Judaism
and several mistaken Christian theologies.  In his writings, he uses the word
‘Christianity’ – in contrast with the word Judaism.  There is now something called
Christianity, and true Christians are urged to be sure about what they believe and
what they do.  This is explicit and unambiguous for the first time in the writings of
Ignatius around the year 110 – 120 CE.  So it was that in the second century there
emerged the beginnings of an orthodoxy that could be called ‘Christianity’.  For that,
Christianity also needed a uniform body of doctrines and text, i.e., the New
Testament.  It was in the second century that identities in the early church began
circulating different lists of books to be included in its canon of scripture.
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The third century
By the third century Christianity had its own sacred books, its own rituals, its own
ideas.  But this is also the age of confrontation with the Roman Empire.  That is why
the third century is known as the age of persecutions.   By then the Empire had
realized that there was something new afoot in groups whose teaching actually
threatened the social order, and ultimately, the political order of the Empire.  In
thinking that, the Roman Empire was correct.  It could even see that a victory of
Christianity would mean the end of the Roman Empire as it was then.

At that point the Emperor Decius was also confronted with internal dissension and
corruption in the Roman aristocracy.  There was the feeling that the borders of the
Empire were under threat from the Barbarians, the Persians and the Germans.  The
teachings of the Christians and their refusal to acknowledge Caesar as Lord
represented a threat from within the empire itself.  As the Roman leadership saw it,
the ancient contract of protection between the Romans and the gods was now in
danger.  The persecutions against the church expressed this sense of imminent
danger for the Empire.

In his book called The Rise of Christianity, the sociologist Rodney Stark sets out
another way in which Christianity threatened the old way of being Empire.  He
argues that it brought a new conception of humanity to a world saturated with
cruelty.  One example he cites is the new Christian way of viewing mercy.  At that
time, mercy and pity were regarded as pathological emotions, or defects of
character, to be avoided by rational men.  Since mercy involves providing unearned
help or relief, it was regarded as contrary to justice.  Pity was a defect of character
unworthy of the wise and excusable only in those who have not yet grown up.  Plato
is the perfect example of this approach to the moral ethic of mercy.  He removed the
problem of beggars from his ideal state by dumping them over its borders.

In the Roman Empire, the account of the martyrdom of Perpetua contains details of
the long ordeal and gruesome death suffered by a tiny band of Christians as they
were attacked by wild beasts in the arena, in front of a delighted crowd.  We also
learn that had the Christians all given in to the demand to sacrifice to the emperor,
and been spared, someone else would have been thrown to the animals.  After all,
they were games held in honour of the birthday of the emperor’s young son.
Whenever there were games, people had to die - dozens of them, sometimes
hundreds.  Unlike the gladiators, who were often paid volunteers, those thrown to the
wild animals were frequently condemned criminals.

The issue is not capital punishment, but spectacle, or entertainment.  For the people
in the arenas, watching people torn and eaten by starving lions and tigers was the
ultimate spectator sport, worthy of a boy’s birthday treat.  It is hard for us to
understand the emotional life of those people.  The reason for many of the
martyrdoms was that the Christians of the second century refused to say ‘Caesar is
Lord’.  They were committed to professing that ‘Jesus is Lord!’   He was regarded as
superior to Caesar.  Jesus Christos was gradually assuming the sacred authority of
‘king of kings’.
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The age of persecutions was also the moral climate in which Christianity taught that
mercy is one of the primary virtues – that a merciful God requires humans to be
merciful.  Even more revolutionary was the principle that Christian love and charity
must extend beyond the boundaries of family and tribe, even beyond the Christian
community.  The second century writer Cyprian of Carthage expressed this in his
instructions to his flock:
There is nothing remarkable in cherishing merely our own people with the due
attentions of love, but that one might become perfect who should do something more
than heathen men or publicans, one who, overcoming evil with good, and practicing
a merciful kindness like that of God, should love his enemies as well . . . . .
Of course Cyprian got that from the Sermon on the Mount!

The Romans therefore tried to stamp out Christianity, but failed dismally.  Some of
the well-known martyrs for the faith only succeeded in inspiring more and more
followers, rather than discouraging them.

The fourth century
By the fourth century, a great deal of theological exploration had taken place
among Christians, dealing with those primary questions about the identity and
purpose of Jesus.  They were mainly concerned with which parts of him were human
and which divine.  Docetism (belief that Jesus was not human at all, but divine, and
only seemed to be human), was just one of many possibilities that were proposed.

All of this reached a decisive point when the Roman general (subsequently
Constantine the Great) had a vision.  At the time he was struggling against another
general for the throne of the western half of the Roman Empire.  The vision was of a
flaming Christian cross, with the words, “In this, conquer!”  On October 28, 312, he
defeated his rival Maxentius at Milvian Bridge outside Rome.  The following year he,
along with Licinius, ruler of the eastern half of the Empire, collaborated to produce
the Edict of Milan, which restored Christian property that had been confiscated and
guaranteed the safety of Christians to practice their faith.  The turning point in the
fortunes of Christianity had arrived.

Constantine did not convert to Christianity immediately, but he did become a patron
of a particular branch of the church that included the Hebrew Bible in its canon of
scripture.  That meant Constantine learned about the story of historical Israel, with its
description of the relationship between government and piety, including the model of
King David and the other kings of Israel.   In a sense Constantine saw himself as the
embodiment of the righteous king.  In 325 he defeated Licinius and became emperor
of the entire Roman Empire.  That same year he called a council of 318 bishops at
Nicaea.

This is the last major chapter in the story of the transformation of Jesus of Nazareth
into Jesus the Christ.  But although Nicaea eventually produced an iron-clad creed
which has remained the cornerstone of orthodox Christianity for over 16 hundred
years, the Nicaean Creed was not the only attempt to encapsulate what it meant to
say “I believe in Jesus the Christ.”  Obviously there was another creed, known as the
Apostles’ Creed.  Contrary to popular Christian belief throughout the ages, the
Apostles’ Creed was not written by the Apostles!  Its first mention in Christian
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writings occurs in 390, in a letter addressed to Pope Siricius by the Synod of Milan.
In that letter it was called the ‘Symbol of the Apostles’.

Even so, in order to make a case for the developing doctrine as originating with
Jesus of Nazareth, there were attempts to claim apostolic authorship of the creed.
Around that time an elder of the church called Tyrannius Rufinus tried to explain the
apostolic origin of the Creed.  He said that under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, this
rule of faith had been produced in a quite miraculous fashion.  According to Rufinus,
this is what happened:

Peter said: “I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth” . . .
Andrew said: “And in Jesus Christ His Son . . . our only Lord” . . . . James said: “Who
was conceived by the Holy Spirit . . . born from the virgin Mary” . . . John said:
“Suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and buried” . . . Thomas said:
“Descended to hell . . . on the third day rose again from the dead” . . . James said:
“Ascended to heaven, sits on the right hand of God the Father Almighty” . . .
Matthew said: “the holy catholic church . . . the communion of saints” . . . Simon said:
“the remission of sins” . . . Thaddaeus said: “the resurrection of the flesh” . . .
Matthias said: “eternal life”.

This is a truly heroic attempt to produce an ‘authentic’ document actually composed
by the apostles, proving that the ideas in it were present in Jesus’ followers from the
beginning.   That simply is not true.   There had been a huge shift in understandings
of Jesus since his death circa 30CE.  Although most scholars date the Apostles’
Creed from the so-called ‘Roman Creed’ in the second century, its final form is a late
fourth century shortened version of the Nicene Creed.

Jesus as Saviour
I want to take you on a little detour here about the understanding of Jesus as
Saviour of the world. The doctrine of substitutionary atonement as the central
meaning of Jesus’ death on the cross was included in the writings of many early
‘Church Fathers’ including Justin Martyr, Athanasius and Augustine.  This doctrine
was incorporated in the Latin Church via the writings of Aquinas, but it was rejected
by the Eastern Catholic and Eastern Orthodox traditions.  It understands Jesus’
death as the payment for humanity’s sins.  In the Jerusalem Temple, sacrifice of
animals was made to pay for a person’s sins.  In this doctrine it is Christ who is
sacrificed to pay for the sins of humanity.

The specific idea of penal substitutionary atonement took the doctrine one step
further.   Here the understanding is that Christ’s suffering involves taking the full
punishment for humanity’s sin.  A sinner can claim to be pardoned from his or her sin
providing he or she repents of it and confesses faith in Jesus Christ as the Saviour of
humanity.  This doctrine is a development of Protestant and Evangelical tradition via
Anselm’s writings in the 11th century.  It was developed particularly in Calvinism.   I
mention this doctrine of substitutionary atonement here because it is the end
development of those worrying questions which began shortly after Paul’s
conversion, when the problem of the death of the Messiah called for answers
acceptable to Christians in those times and circumstances.
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There is no specific reference to substitutionary atonement in the Nicene Creed, but
it is alluded to in the opening line ‘for us and for our salvation he came down from
heaven’ and in the line ‘suffered under Pontius Pilate’.    This is not penal
substitutionary atonement, which, as I said, was a later Protestant development.

The concept of the Trinity
By 325 there had been a long-running controversy within the early church which
eventually led to the formulation of ideas about Jesus as Second Person of the
Trinity in the Trinitarian God described in the Doctrine of the Trinity.  Although the
gospels speak of God and of Jesus (who calls God his father) and occasionally they
speak of the Holy Spirit, the gospels do not explain how these three might relate to
one another.  In other words, there is no Doctrine of the Trinity in scripture, but by
the time the New Testament was written, belief in the divinity of Christ was already
developing among Greek-speaking members of the Christ movement.

The concept of the Trinity – three in one and one in three – gradually emerged as
the most popular answer to questions about Jesus’ identity.  However, a fourth
century priest of Alexandria called Arius was concerned about what this idea said
about equality.   If God creates Jesus, then God obviously has priority.  On the other
hand, if God did not create Jesus, then God can hardly be described as Jesus’
father.  Even so, Arius agreed that it is right to worship Jesus.   It was soon pointed
out to him that this opened the door to polytheism, and Arius was dismissed.  Things
got more and more heated, and in 325, immediately after being declared sole
Emperor of Rome, Constantine intervened and summoned the council of bishops at
Nicaea.

About 318 bishops, mainly from the eastern parts of the empire, met in Constantine’s
palace, and the emperor presided over many of the discussions.  No doubt the
alarming presence of the emperor helped the bishops reach a conclusion more
emphatic than would have been justified by the range of their own opinions.  The
imperial influence had clearly stamped itself on Christian doctrine.

The crack in Trinitarian thinking opened up by Arius was firmly closed when it was
announced at Nicaea that the Father and Son are of the same substance (homo-
ousios in Greek).  By 380 Theodosius was emperor and he declared Christian
heresies such as Arianism to be illegal.  A law was established ordering all citizens
to subscribe to the doctrines agreed under the chairmanship of Constantine the
Great at the Council of Nicaea.

The Emperor and Christianity
Once Constantine had conquered not only the west but the Greek East where there
were many more Christians, he had a theology of government that he used to
consolidate his own secular power.  Unfortunately for Christianity’s already tenuous
links to its founder, Jesus of Nazareth, this also meant that the church’s bishops
were given federal funding to set up sponsored committee meetings.  Bishops at that
time had prestige similar to that of a state governor.  In their meetings they produced
creeds and doctrine and proceeded to get everyone to sign up.  What this amounted
to was a theologizing of secular power and a secularization of Episcopal power.  The
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relationship which developed between church and state forever altered and shaped
the way in which Jesus of Nazareth was to be understood.

Let me give you an example of the changing view of Jesus during the reign of
Constantine.  In the city of Ravenna, in northern Italy, there is a beautiful mosaic.  It
features a very handsome, well-muscled, beardless man.  He is dressed in a Roman
officer’s uniform.  He’s stepping on the head of a lion, and he’s holding a standard.
The standard says in Latin, “I am the way.  The truth.  And the life.”  People who
cannot read Latin usually guess that the man is the Roman Emperor.  It is not.  It is a
mosaic of Jesus.  What is happening to Jesus of Nazareth?

The idea of the imperial Jesus developed alongside the so-called Christological
debates, in which the divinity of Christ was argued in many different formulations.
They included Monophysitism, which taught that Christ only had one nature: that the
divine had either dissolved or that the divine joined with the human as one nature in
the person of Christ.  Or the later Chalcedonian formula of 451, which said that
Jesus Christ had two natures, divine and human, joined in one person, in hypostatic
union.  Monothelitism taught that in the one person of Jesus there were two natures,
but only a divine will.  All of those positions were declared heresy by the Third
Council of Constantinople in 680-1.  The underlying problem in the christological
debates was trying to make sense of the interplay of the human and divine in the
person of Christ while still upholding the doctrine of the Trinity!   The problem was
that in effect, the doctrine of the Trinity says Christ is God incarnate, full stop!

However, in spite of continuing debate concerning the identity of Jesus, by the fourth
century orthodox Christians throughout the Roman Empire seemed to have good
reason for optimism.  The very existence of the vast Roman Empire was now seen
as the ordained precondition for the triumph of Christianity.  As a writer of the time
puts it, “The Roman peace has prepared the road for the coming of Christ”.

The Doctrine of the Trinity continued to be refined over several hundred years, not
reaching its final form until the 9th century CE.   By this point, understandings of
Jesus were light years from those of his first followers.   These later understandings
contained many elements profoundly at odds with the first followers’ knowledge of
Jesus of Nazareth.  They had known the Jesus who taught them how to bring to
reality the Kingdom of God, not the kingdom of Caesar!

Summary
The transformation of Christianity over the first 400 years of its existence is as
profound as we can imagine.  It started out with a teacher of the Law of Moses who
imagined what the world might be like if God’s Laws were put into place instead of
the laws of Empire.  By the time of the full conversion of Constantine on his death-
bed, Christianity had become the official Roman religion.  What originally was a
movement oppressed by Caesar because it was seen as a competitor, had become
the Roman cult of the Lord Christ.  It had become, in fact, an imperial religion – the
state religion of the Roman Empire.

A clear illustration of that is contained in the 5th century ‘Apse Mosaic’ in the Church
of Santa Podenziana in Rome.  It was commissioned by Pope Innocent I and it



11

illustrates the ‘imperial Jesus’.  The mosaic depicts what looks at first glance like a
traditional scene from the gospels – Jesus seated in the middle, flanked on both
sides by his disciples.   In fact it is not the Last Supper, it is the court of the Emperor.
The disciples are dressed in the clothes of Roman senators, and seated on the
throne in an elaborate emperor’s toga is an obviously imperial Jesus.  There are two
women behind the disciples clothed in the gorgeous clothing of aristocratic Roman
women – they are probably Mary the mother of Jesus and Mary Magdalene.   Behind
Jesus is not the city of Rome, it is the new imperial city of Jerusalem.  Clearly in view
is the dome of Constantine’s Church of the Holy Sepulchre, which had only recently
been completed, and behind that is the rest of the new city of Jerusalem, rebuilt for
the first time since its destruction in the Jewish War of 70 CE.

Constantine’s imperial patronage of the church was reflected in a variety of ways - in
the rebuilding of Jerusalem, in the establishment of Christian churches throughout
the empire, in the place of Christianity in Rome, and in artistic presentations of Jesus
and his disciples.  In them they were transformed into Roman aristocracy; part of the
mainstream of Roman society.  This is the imperial Jesus Christ, as far from Jesus
as Nazareth as it is possible to be.  From that point the church went on to reflect the
structures and authority of Empire in its own structures and its hierarchy of
leadership.  It willingly participated in a symbiotic relationship with the state which
silenced or distorted the message of Jesus for at least one and a half millennia.

These days the winds of change are blowing again.  The growing international
movement in mainstream churches known as ‘progressive Christianity’ is an attempt
to reclaim for the foundation of Christian life the teachings of Jesus, the teacher of
divine wisdom from Nazareth.
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