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The Sacrifice of Self 
Philippians 2:3-11 

 
 Six years ago this past Friday, my brother, Tim, brought an end to his 
life.  Many of you may recall this, occurring as it did when my oldest 

brother, Steve, was hospitalized with stage 4 lymphoma.  Steve 
miraculously survived, even to this day; Tim could have but, sadly, this was 

not his choice.   
 As I said at the time, suicide is a very dramatic and traumatic 
experience for those who are left behind—to figure out what happened, 

what went so terribly wrong, what could have and should have been done, 
and all the other questions of love, anger, and conscience that surface as 

one grapples with the emotions of shock and loss.  It’s one thing to cope 
with the unnatural death of your loved one through illness or tragic 

accident; it’s quite another to see him go voluntarily, simply because he no 
longer had the will to live.   

A half dozen years later, no one is certain why Tim made this 

decision.  Many opinions linger among family members and it’s likely that 
most, if not all, of them are partially correct.  This was the topic of endless 

conversations for the first few months following.  Now we tend to let it rest 
and accept things as they are. 
 Over the past week, however, the memories returned for me.  I have 

pondered the prospect that in some strange, convoluted (perhaps even 
perverse) way, Tim thought his death would atone for all the sins he 

committed against the family and others.  It’s possible he thought that the 
sacrifice of himself would make up for all the harm he had done.  When he 

was at his best, he was good and generous in heart, but not someone who 
was always well.  If atonement was his final intent, then it’s likely he 
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believed by eliminating his presence, then everyone else could move on, 
without the concern of him acting out or harming anyone.  Maybe I’m just 

being charitable, because the common opinion is that he was more afraid 
and despairing of what his life had become and very selfishly chose to 

escape accountability and shame.  That could well be.  Maybe viewing his 
death as his atonement is only a foolhardy way of coping with an 

unresolved conflict between love and rage, offering his death some shred of 
dignity, with the hope that we can then just let him go.   
 I share this memory, not to call attention to my family story 

necessarily, as much as to recognize how many conflicted emotions and 
shades of meaning arise from an untimely death, and a provocative one at 

that.  People wrestle through painful circumstances all the time with 
inconsistent and shifting thoughts over what happened and, more to the 
point, why it happened.  Why did a 19-year-old loner massacre students 

and faculty in Parkland, Florida?  Why was a young unarmed black man 
shot twenty times by police?  How could my 23-year-old boy build bombs 

to kill innocent and random victims and then just blow himself up with no 
explanation?  How is it my own sister died from an overdose?  Why was 

my little girl raped and murdered and dumped along the side of a road?  
Why, oh why, oh why, God, did this happen?  Why does anyone need to die 
before their time?  How can something so senseless and tragic have 

meaning? 
 Naturally, we search for answers for the unknown, surmising as best 

we can the underlying intent or simply to fill the void that sorrow brings.  If 
we truly love someone, we may even go out of our way to provide a more 

redemptive motive to save their reputation from the shame that surrounds 
unsettling and regretful circumstances.  Sometimes even the story gets 
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revised to make it appear more heroic to those who hear it or at least more 
acceptable to our lasting memories.  There usually is not a single standard 

reason for why an unexpected tragedy occurred or why it grabs hold of us in 
the way it does, haunting those left to come to terms with it in order to 

move on. 
 The inconsistent emotions about my brother’s death is not unlike 

what I imagine must have been the varying, and sometimes conflicting, 
accounts of Holy Week, not to say its ongoing interpretation throughout 
history.  Jesus of Nazareth died prematurely, unnaturally, as a common 

criminal among thieves—a strange end to a story that was proclaiming 
something so promising.  Even though the standard Christian explanation 

views Jesus’s death on the cross as God’s atonement for all human sin—his 
noble, even heroic, sacrifice of self for others, I’ve come to believe this 
might not be the best way to view it, or at least that it is a disservice to the 

original context and even the ultimate meaning.   
For one thing, atonement language isn’t significantly prominent in 

three of the four gospel accounts (the exception being John’s), even though 
they were written after the Apostle Paul introduced this idea.  This is 

understandable.  Frankly, if Jesus’s chief motive and value was only to die 
on the cross, what then is the purpose of his life, teachings, and mission 
prior to his final days?   

Besides, if we’re honest, as a theological concept, it is a bit 
timebound, if not archaic.  It presumes that God required a human sacrifice 

to satisfy an unattainable demand for holiness and that Jesus, knowingly, 
became the preordained “lamb” to be slaughtered.  That only made sense in 

an ancient religion which employed blood sacrifice as a meaningful cult 
practice.  Yes, the Apostle Paul may have made a compelling argument 
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during the temple era to metaphorically draw parallels between Jesus’s 
crucifixion and the annual religious sacrifices of Yom Kippur.  But temple 

sacrifice as a religious practice ended shortly after Paul’s death and to 
employ the idea now presents God as more primitive and barbaric than 

human ideals at their best.  If humanity no longer practices blood sacrifice 
as a form of cultic expression, why does God only forgive people through it? 

Furthermore, a belief that Jesus being sent to earth to die on the cross 
for every mortal sin relies on a questionable morality where violence is 
viewed as redemptive—someone must die, so that others may live—which, 

of course, has always been the curse of human civilization and the moral 
justification for war and bloodshed.  Is God not better than this? Does God 

not know the human heart enough to forgive sin without having to resort to 
violence?  More to the point, can God not even live up to Jesus’s own 
teachings to be nonviolent and to love one’s enemies, rather than to do 

them harm?   
Over time, the belief in atonement has turned into “cheap grace”, as 

Bonhoeffer put it—a quick and often futile remedy for human sinfulness 
that simply doesn’t stand the test of time.  Maybe it’s because I ultimately 

reject it in my brother—that his sacrifice of self takes care of all the harm 
that’s been done—that I can’t believe that God intended for Jesus, as an 
innocent man, to accept all blame for human evil.  That couldn’t be an act of 

justice.  It surely isn’t restorative.  In fact, it’s the ultimate escape for those 
who do wrong and serves as a backhanded way of scapegoating victims, 

who are left with the guilt of bringing about this death out of the need for 
justice.  How does one grant blanket amnesty while still calling for 

accountability?  Even Paul admits this: “For all of us must appear before 
the judgment seat of Christ, so that each may receive recompense for what 
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has been done in the body, whether good or evil” (II Cor. 5:10).  This is why 
I struggle.  For me, atonement theology does not seem to be the best answer 

for why Jesus died, as it is haunted by its own contradictions. 
At the same time, however, my conscience cannot allow those who are 

driven to despair to remain alone in their sorrows.  Shamed on earth does 
not have to translate into being shamed by heaven.  And this is where I do 

find meaning in Jesus’s death on the cross—that it isn’t about taking away 
sin; rather, it’s about Jesus identifying with its worst effects and 
consequences.  This has far more meaning for me. 

Being godforsaken was, indeed, a part of Jesus’s experience on the 
cross.  My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? quoting Psalm 22.  

What does this mean?  For me, this is the crucial point of the story.  Does it 
not tell us about the emptiness and distance Jesus felt from the love of God 
at that moment—something so spiritually agonizing that it drove him to 

utter despair?  Was Jesus so completely deprived of the presence and Spirit 
of God while on the cross that at his death he was in the condition the most 

spiritually-estranged sinner experiences?  Was he so godforsaken that he 
lacked any sense of good in what was left of his life?  Was Jesus so emptied 

of spirit that he felt utterly worthless and expendable, as do those who have 
seemingly lost their soul? 
 This ancient Christian hymn in Philippians suggests this to me, in 

that it uses the Greek word, kenosis, meaning “empty”, in declaring Jesus 
was emptied of his divine nature:   

Who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as 
something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being 
born in human likeness.  And being found in human form, he humbled himself 
and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross.   
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It’s a profound theological proposition to claim that Jesus was God, then 
was not God, but became the lowest state on the human hierarchy—

completely devoid of his divine nature, before he was restored to once again 
become God.  What can we make of this?   

 Certainly, tradition interprets it the basis for the Christian Trinity—
Jesus being the second person of the Trinity—who came to earth incarnated 

as a human before returning to his divine nature and status.  But, then we 
must note at the time, Christians didn’t have a doctrine of the Trinity—that 
came much later.  So can it be that?  What if this proclamation is not so 

much a theological claim about Jesus’s nature, but more about his 
experience on the cross, and particularly, of what God will do out of love for 

even the most spiritless and desolate of humans?    
 The loss of every aspect of divine nature, of being entirely emptied of 
it is the polar opposite of being in close communion with God’s Spirit and 

presence, is it not?  That is the practical definition of being godforsaken.  
This is the experience and sensation many people feel when they are in 

despair over what their life has become.  I believe my own brother was 
entirely empty of spirit when he ended his life—that he, as well, was 180 

degrees from being at peace and in communion with God.  It’s an 
existential void that rings hollow and desolate in a person’s soul—an acute 
awareness that nothing is good, nothing is worth living for, nothing is 

redeemable, i.e., a miserable state of godforsaken-ness.  The rejection of 
self and of others is absolute.  A person deprived of spirit feels worthless 

and expendable—the most wretched state we can imagine.   
If human beings are created in the image of God, the imago dei is 

something we will possess to the day of our death, unless we reach a 
condition of being so utterly callous and vile that any reflection of God and 
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goodness is lost.  Those who reach this state feel cursed, deservedly so, and 
act accordingly, often doing terrible, evil, unconscionable things.  They are 

worthless and expendable for the good of humanity.   
Yet, these are the ones to whom I believe kenosis refers—the depths of 

despairing humanity far exceeding what most of us know—indeed, the 
depths to which divine love will go, which is represented with Jesus on the 

cross: My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?   
What this ancient hymn tells me and we discover, theologically and 

spiritually, is that the love of God, symbolized in Jesus’s godforsaken state 

on the cross, will not let us go.  Like energy in the universe, nothing is ever 
lost to God, even when it appears to be gone from life as we know it.  What 

earth must shame, heaven can still redeem.  The utter emptiness of 
godforsaken-ness is met by the presence of God in Jesus’s identity with 
those so spiritually lost.  On the cross, in his fragile human state, Jesus 

represented both the presence and love of God and the desolation of human 
despair.  His death was not his sacrifice of self to bear all human sin; on the 

cross, Jesus embodied the spiritual emptiness and godforsaken depths of 
despair of the worst among us and met that with the redeeming love of God. 

I believe Christianity in its common proclamation has missed this 
from its origin—that it isn’t Jesus’s death as a blanket atonement that 
brings forgiveness; it’s God’s love and mercy that brings about redemption, 

even for those who are spiritually empty and devoid of good.  Jesus’s death 
on the cross simply and profoundly represents the condemnation and 

despair that the worst people deserve.  In that spiritless condition, Jesus 
died like everyone else—already in a state of grace that comes from the love 

of the One who creates life.  God’s love for everyone is the ultimate source 
of our salvation. 
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In this world, we don’t need a religion to make any more victims out 
of the innocent.  We need a religion that seeks justice and restoration every 

day we live and breathe, yet will not deny the ultimate redeeming love of 
God to even the worst of all.  We don’t need Jesus to die for our sins or to 

relieve our guilt; we need to seek forgiveness from the one who already 
loves us, always and forever, sometimes with a very tough love and other 

times with a most comforting embrace.   
That’s what I still hope for my brother, who died without ever asking 

for anyone’s forgiveness in what must have been a very painful, lonely, and 

spiritless end.  As bad as I imagine that to be, I believe Jesus was right there 
with him, unbeknownst to Tim.  I will hope for the day to be reunited with 

him in a right spirit, where his soul is made new and restored to a level of 
wellness he never chose to know in this life.  Then I will know firsthand the 
truth that, in God’s love, all things are possible—that the sacrifice of his 

flawed, imperfect self for a new and perfect one will provide the most hope 
and meaning for us all. 
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