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Empire- noun; an extensive group of states or countries under a single supreme 
authority [empress or emperor] Or the territory overseen by said supreme authority [e.g. 
The Roman Empire].  Or: a variety of apple. 
If you’re my age the word “Empire” can’t be anything but Evil. May 25th 1977 the picture of the evil 
empire led by a vicious emperor and his supernaturally powered enforcer, Darth Vadar, obscured 
any other understanding of “empire.” That understanding was solidified on May 21st 1980 when The 
Empire Strikes Back came out and we saw just how evil the empire could be. And even though 
three years later we saw the plucky band of rebels defeat the empire in Return of the Jedi, the word 
still had and has the stank of evil on it. Evil and Empire go together like peanut butter and jelly.  
 
I’m going to tell you a story about an empire or two and another plucky band of rebels. 
And ultimately we’ll make a point about Colossians 1:6. I’m adapting this story from the book 
Colossians Remixed by husband and wife theologian team: Brian Walsh and Sylvia Keesmat- 
Besides being authors of multiple books, they are both adjunct theology professors at University of 
Toronto. They live on an off-grid, permaculture farm with a “fluctuating number of people and animals.”  
 
In the Pentateuch the story of Israel begins with the story of God speaking a world of 
abundant life, fruitfulness and fertility into being. He makes Humans in His image - 
creating them male and female, appointing them to keep and care for the good and 
fruitful garden and all its creatures; and calling the humans to be fruitful and multiply 
and eat the good, growing food of the garden. It was all good.  
 
It’s a good story. And a lot of careful Biblical scholars believe it was written during 
Israel’s captivity in Babylon. In the face of all the fertility gods of Babylon’s evil empire, 
our plucky band of Israelite rebels declare –in Gen 1- there is one God who is the maker 
and sustainer of all creation. He alone is the king and source of all peoples, all life, all 
abundance, all fruitfulness. This story contradicted the Empire’s story. 
 
Also in the Pentateuch, Israel’s primary identifying story – the Exodus- takes place under 
the shadow of an empire that also declares its king and gods- the Nile, itself- to be THE 
unquenchable source of life & fruitfulness.  To quash Israel’s fruitfulness the Emperor 
commands their sons be thrown to the Nile. But in the plagues God reveals the lie of Egypt’s 
fruitfulness [blood/disease/locusts/firstborn] and rescues Israel so she can be a “light for the 
nations” and a “blessing to the world.” 
 
Fast forward to Mt Sinai where God gives this plucky band their assignment: live 
according to God’s law- which inverts the laws and practices of the Empire [oppression, 
violence, slavery & death]. Israel is called to be a people of Jubilee- debts are forgiven and 
slaves are set free regularly. There are a slew of laws about caring for the foreigner and 
the orphan and widow and the poor. It’s forbidden to charge interest. You can’t 
completely clear your own fields of crops. You can’t withhold wages from workers. 
Sabbath laws purposely stop production so people, animals & even the land can rest. 
Israel is called to Shalom & Sabbath and caring for the least, and the outcaste.  
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Israel is called to be an anti-empire 
And the fruitful abundance of the Creator God [Gen1] is dependent on their obedience to 
His anti-empire calling. Lev. 26:3 ‘ If you walk in My statutes and keep My commandments so as to 
carry them out, 4 then  I shall give you rains in their season, so that the land will yield its produce and the trees 
of the field will bear their fruit.  [It goes on at length about faithful obedience being tied to fruitful 
provision.] 
 
But once they’re in the Promised Land, Empire sings its siren song and our plucky 
band of God’s rebels is seduced by the idea. And so the people demanded of the 
prophet Samuel: Give us a King so we can be like all those other “cool” nations.  
 
God’s response is clear and honest: In asking for a king like other nations you are 
asking to be enslaved to your ruler’s Imperial concerns. 
A King will take your sons for chariot-drivers and horsemen and soldiers and farmers and iron-smiths. 
He will take your daughters for perfumers and cooks and bakers [and wives and concubines, of 
course]. He will take- because he can- your best fields and vinyards for himself- or give them to 
others who please him. He will tax every crop you grow and animal you raise and require male and 
female slaves. You will realize your mistake but it will be too late [1Sam 8].  
But they wouldn’t listen. 
And it happened just like that. Even the kings chosen by God, even the few good kings 
found it impossible not to engage in the ethics and abuse of empire- David takes 
another man’s wife for his own and has her husband killed. Solomon uses slave labor 
to build the temple and his palace. Like Robin Hood renouncing Sherwood Forest to become 
the Sherrif of Nottingham, like Frodo keeping the ring, or Luke giving in to his rage and killing his 
father, Israel renounces her “plucky band of rebels” status to become the empire.  
 
And the prophets record it all for us. God’s image-bearing people of the Exodus do not 
care for aliens, widows, orphans or the weak. Is. 1:23 Your rulers are rebels And companions of 
thieves; Everyone loves a bribe And chases after rewards. They do not defend the orphan, Nor does the widow’s 
plea come before them.  
They do not practice Mercy or Justice: Jer. 22:17 “But your eyes and your heart   Are intent only 
upon your own dishonest gain,  And on  shedding innocent blood And on practicing oppression and extortion.” 
They grind down the poor and the needy. Ezek. 22:29 “The people of the land have practiced 
oppression and committed robbery, and they have wronged the poor and needy and have oppressed the 
sojourner without justice. 
Wealth and power have become Israel’s Imperial focus. Amos 8:5 saying, “When will the new 
moon be over,  So that we may sell grain,  And the Sabbath, that we may open the wheat market, To make the  
bushel smaller and the shekel bigger, And to  cheat with  dishonest scales,  6 So as to buy the helpless for  
money And the needy for a pair of sandals,  And that we may sell the refuse of the wheat?” 
 
God’s band of anti-empire rebels- intended to be the people of Jubilee: freeing the slave and 
caring for the weak and cancelling debts- have forgotten who they were called to be.    
And so to help them remember God allows our “plucky band’ to be taken captive, and 
exiled to another evil empire: Babylon.  
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And while they’re captives of the Empire, God has an assignment for them from Jeremiah: 
Jer. 29:5 ‘ Build houses and live in them; and plant gardens and eat their produce.  6 ‘Take wives and become 
the fathers of sons and daughters, and take wives for your sons and give your daughters to husbands, that they 
may bear sons and daughters; and multiply there and do not decrease.  7 ‘ Seek the welfare of the city where I 
have sent you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf; for in its welfare you will have welfare.’ 
Plant gardens, eat their produce, get married and have babies- be fruitful and multiply. 
These are the very things God called humanity to do at the beginning of the story.  
 
These things are tied to being God’s image-bearing people in Gen 1 and Leviticus 26-
and a hundred other scriptures I don’t have time to show you. So, captive in the evil Empire, 
Israel was to follow God’s mandate for their lives – the one they couldn’t seem to follow in 
their own land under their own king.  
But wait there’s more: while in the belly of the empire they are to 7 ‘ Seek the welfare of the 
city where I have sent you into exile, and  pray to the LORD on its behalf… That’s a hoot!  Sure I’ll 
build and plant and marry and have kids and live an obedient life but this is crazy talk! 
Seek the Empire’s welfare, Pray for Darth Vadar? [Prince John, Sauron the Dark Lord??] 
 
Yes. It’s profoundly subversive: like loving your enemies and doing good to those who hate you. 
Empires want to break the rebel spirit. But God is pointing his plucky band of rebels 
back to their calling to celebrate God’s abundant provision and practice shalom and 
healing.  Sylvia Keesmat writes: “In the heart of the empire they are called to live a life of 
community that is paradoxically in direct challenge to all that the empire stands for, while seeking the 
welfare of the empire itself.”   Another challenging calling that Israel never quite lived out.  
 
Israel, ultimately, returns to their Promised Land. But their exile never really ends. They 
remain under someone’s thumb- Persian, Greek or Roman- And so they long for God’s 
Messiah so they can finally be released from their continuous captivity to the Empire.  
 
And so in Luke’s gospel, he makes sure we see Jesus is born under the shadow of 
Empire. He shows us scary old Herod the Great is King of Judea under Rome [ch1]. He 
alerts us when Tiberius is emperor and Pilate is Governor [ch3]. And he shows us Caesar 
Augustus- the first Caesar to be counted as a divine son of god- is taking a census to tax the 
world- to maintain military might which insures Roman abundance/ and Roman pax.  
So in the center of the evil Empire’s pax Romana [maintained by economic/military/social 
oppression] angels announce to shepherds the birth of “a New Hope:” a Savior who is 
Christ the Lord- a baby born to peasant parents, with a feed trough for a bassinet, who 
will bring God glory and peace among humanity, REAL PEACE on earth. 
 
Jesus is not just some new rebel leader. He’s Luke Skywalker, Robin Hood and Frodo Baggins 
all rolled into one. He isn’t trying to blow up the evil Empire. He’s working to redeem it- 
put it to rights. Jesus is standing in for plucky Israel- taking her role and obeying God in 
every way she couldn’t. Jesus is the anti-empire Messiah.  
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Mary sings that his birth means rulers will be brought down and the humble uplifted; the rich are sent 
away but the hungry filled. In Luke 4 Jesus comes announcing Jubilee: 18 “The Spirit of the Lord is 
upon me, because he anointed me to preach the Gospel to the poor, He has sent me to proclaim release to the 
captives, and recovery of sight to the blind, to set free those who are oppressed, to proclaim the favorable year 
of the Lord. And all this isn’t just for Israel, it’s for all the nations!  He miraculously feeds the crowds 
and invites the rich to give away all they have and follow. He calls adults to become like children, and 
declares the last will be first. The greatest in Jesus’ Kingdom are those who serve. He welcomes the 
unclean, the foreigner, tax-collectors, women, childen- outcastes of every sort. He feeds the hungry, 
cleanses lepers, gives the blind sight, raises the dead and brings healing wherever he goes- all signs 
of abundance and fruitfulness.  His is a Kingdom where the Master waits table on his ready servants 
and the King is willingly enthroned on a cross.  
 
All the Evil of Empire [which is Satan’s Lk 4:6-7] threw itself against Jesus on the cross. It 
crashed against Him. But it rolled right off and come Sunday the stone was tossed 
aside and the tomb was empty and Jesus Christ the Lord was raised from the dead. All 
the Empire’s supposed fertility, abundance, and power couldn’t hold him in the grave. 
Because- as John says: 4 In him was life, and that life was the light of men.   
 
And now his disciples, his band of plucky rebels are commanded to carry the message 
of abundant, fruitful, glorious life in Christ  and God’s promised renewal and restoration 
of the world from the heart of the Evil Empire outward to the ends of the earth.   
 
That wasn’t gonna be easy. For Rome -like every other empire- branded itself and it’s 
gods and its emperor as the only source of abundance, security and fruitful increase in 
the world  They maintained it by violent economic and military means that kept conquered nations’ 
wealth flowing into Rome, maintaining the empire’s appearance of fruitful abundance; which was 
relentlessly promoted in sculptures, on coins, in statues, inscriptions on buildings and festivals 
celebrating the idea that ONLY ROME provides peace, abundance, security, fruitfulness, fertility and 
lasting happiness.   
 
But all of that was a lie. Only Yahweh, the Creator, sustainer and provider, supplies 
abundance and life for all the world’s creatures & peoples [Ps 104, 146].  
 
Which brings us back to Jesus- the image of the invisible God by whom all things were 
created. His ministry is full of metaphors and pictures of fruit-bearing abundance. 
He touches the sick, the leper, the lame, the bleeding, the blind and they are healed. 
With 5 little loaves and a couple sardines He feeds 5000 so that all are full and 12 
baskets left over. The drink he gives causes a well to spring up in us. He turns water 
into the best wine. Like God in Genesis speaking things into being Jesus speaks the 
dead to life again. He describes good soil producing a crop of 30, 60, even100 
percent. Little seeds produce great trees and Jesus calls his people to bear fruit -like 
loving their enemies, and doing good to those who hate you- and says: A tree is known by its fruit.  
He teaches give and it will be given to you…good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running 
over…   
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All of this is anti-empire thinking that revels in the fruitful abundance of God.  
It refuses to let enemies be enemies or debtors be debtors. All this is the Gospel message 
Jesus’ plucky band of rebels is carrying out into the Empire.   
Out there in the middle of Caesar’s empire, they are surrounded by an unending 
parade of symbols of Rome’s fertility, abundance and security; and the veiled- but 
constant- threat that access to that abundance is dependent on loyalty to the Empire 
and it’s divine Emperor.  
 
In v6 of Col1 Paul is sending this little band the message: The empire’s fruitfulness, it’s 
abundance and security are a lie. The fruit of Rome, of Caesar; the pax Romana, fertilized 
with the blood of conquered victims is rotten from the inside. It smells like smoke cause 
it comes straight out of Hell. It can’t save you. Rome will fail and fall just like Egypt, Babylon, 
Persia, and even Israel before it.  
 
See in Col 1:6 when Paul says: 5 …the gospel 6 which has come to you, just as in all the world also 
it is constantly bearing fruit and increasing, he is saying the gospel- the story of Jesus’ life, death, 
resurrection and ascension- is an unstoppable force of life and abundance that has been 
actively bearing fruit and increasing from the moment the women burst into the upper 
room shouting that ‘Jesus was alive!’  
 
Paul’s brief reference here portrays the Gospel as an irresistible power that’s 
overtaking and will overtake all creation so that “…the earth will be filled With the knowledge of 
the glory of the LORD,  As the waters cover the sea [Hab. 2:14]. And that 10… every knee should bow, in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11  and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord,  to the glory of 
God the Father. 
 
And by the power of God’s divine will, the Gospel will accomplish this because by its 
nature, it never stops multiplying itself- like an incredibly beautiful, deliciously fruit-laden, 
delightfully, unstoppably invasive plant.  By the power of God’s Spirit, the Gospel constantly 
moves forward, constantly bearing fruit that seeds itself and bears fruit again and 
again, and so on and so on so that it is constantly increasing its presence in the world- 
whether you can see it or not [parable of unseen growth Mark 4:26ff].  
 
Every empire falls but the Gospel is “constantly bearing fruit and increasing.” And it’s fruit is 
varied. Certainly it propagates itself in the world. As I see your life in Christ and the fruit 
it produces, the fruit of the Gospel and the Spirit increases in me. And the fruit of Jesus 
in us as a community of faith spreads the life of Christ to the wider Community.  
 
See, the Gospel hasn’t just been “bearing fruit and increasing” out there in the world.  
Paul says 6b …even as it has been doing in you [bearing fruit and increasing] also since the day you  heard 
of it and  understood the grace of God in truth;  
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From the moment you heard about and understood the Grace of God and embraced it, 
it’s been constantly bearing fruit and growing within your heart and mind.  
 
Increasing your HOPE for our present life and for our future and the future of the 
world. Inceasing your FAITH-  trust and belief in Jesus our King and God and brother 
and friend who died to break the curse and give us access to this fruit. And, most 
importantly ever-increasing your AGAPE-LOVE- the love that loves the saints, our 
neighbors, our enemies- no matter what.   
And this fruitful increase is promised to continue as long as you “continue in the faith 
firmly established and steadfast, and not moved away from the hope of the gospel…[1:23]  
 
Evil Empires will continue to rise and fall until the day the Father says: “It is time” and the 
Son is revealed in glory and us with him [Col 3:4]. Despite the fact that they are empty, dead 
and rotten inside, they will continue to present themselves as the singular source of life 
and abundance and security and peace. But that is all a lie.  
 
Fortunately, God will always have a plucky band of rebels who are called to live a life 
contrary to the ways of Empire, called to “be fruitful and multiply”- in this case to 
facilitate the constant increase of the Gospel in the midst of the Empire.  
That’s our job. Like Robin Hood’s merry band, or the Fellowship of the Ring or Luke Skywalker’s 
rebel fleet…you are God’s plucky band of rebels standing up to the Empire. 
 
Just like Israel was called to bear fruit in the shadow of empires like Babylon and 
Persia; just like the immediate followers of Jesus -his disciples- were called to bear the 
gospel-fruit of faith, hope and love in the belly of Rome; and just as God called this 
little Christian Community in Colossae to resist the siren song of Empire and nurture 
the fruit of the gospel in Asia minor, so God calls you and me to proclaim and live out 
God’s fruitful abundance in the knowledge that by the power of the Gospel “the earth 
WILL be filled with he knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea” and every knee 
WILL bow…and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord 
  


