
The Self-Emptying God, Kenosis 

(Part One) 

“Christ Jesus…emptied himself…” 

Philippians 2:5, 7 (NRSV) 

When we think of what it means to be God, we often think in terms of ‘authority’. God is 

God because he is the all-powerful one who is the creator of all things and the one who 

rules everything. This is a true and an appropriate way to speak of what it means to be 

God. But the Bible also shows us that to be God is as much about self-emptying and 

self-giving as it is about authority. 

Theologians call this ‘self-emptying’ kenosis, a Greek word meaning ‘emptying’ found in 

Philippians 2:7. This word kenosis has been used for centuries to refer to the ‘emptying’ 

that happened to God the Son when he became man. In other words, it has referred to 

the humiliation of the Son in becoming a limited human being for our sake. But more 

and more it is being recognized that kenosis or emptying shouldn’t just be used to 

speak of God the Son; rather kenosis is an attribute of God as Father, as Son and as 

Spirit. To speak of self-emptying and self-giving helps us to describe every member of 

the Godhead and is foundational to God’s identity. As Michael Jinkins says, “It is not too 

much to say that the fullness of God consists in God’s self-emptying, God’s power to 

give up God’s very life for the sake of others, indeed of every other.” 

God is love because he gives of himself for the sake of others (1 John.3:16; 4:7-16). 

Kenosis therefore helps us understand who God is; both who he is for us and who he is 

within himself as Father, Son and Spirit. God is kenotic, that is self-emptying and self-

giving, in his relationship to us and in his relationship within himself. 

Towards us in “the generous act of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet 

for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich” (2 

Corinthians 8:9). This is the good news of kenosis for humanity. While in his own being 

each member of the Godhead empties himself in order to exalt another member. This is 

the interpenetration of love within the being of God in which we are called to participate. 

In subsequent reflections we will look at how Father, Son and Spirit give of themselves 



both for our sake and for the sake of each other. One God, revealed to us as Father, 

Son and Spirit, who is self-emptying and self-giving in his very being. In preparation, 

let’s turn our thoughts to gratitude that we love and trust a God who is self-giving. A God 

who loves us enough to empty himself for us, who gave himself for us in creation, who 

gave himself for us on the cross and continues to give of himself to us by his Spirit. 

 

The Self-Emptying God, Giving 

(Part Two – The Father) 

“He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not 

with him also give us everything else?” 

Romans 8:32 (NRSV) 

As we look at the self-emptying and self-giving God—Father, Son and Spirit, in this 

reflection we will focus on the kenosis of the Father. 

From the very creation of humankind the Father gives of himself for the sake of 

humanity: “Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image…let them have 

dominion over the fish…the birds…the cattle…the wild animals …and over every 

creeping thing that creeps upon the earth’” (Genesis 1:26). With the creation of a world 

which is outside God, God’s self-humiliation begins. The Creator had to concede to his 

creation the space and time in which it can exist. He must allow it freedom and keep it 

free. For God, creation means self-limitation, the withdrawal of himself, that is to say 

self-humiliation. In other words, in order to create free human beings God had to give up 

some of his freedom to rule. He gave up some of his dominion of the earth to human 

beings who are allowed to rule over the creation and name the animals. 

God’s self-giving love in creation is also seen in the way he gives humanity freedom; 

freedom to choose to obey or to reject him. He doesn’t just choose to control humans, 

he allows for the possibility of rejection by them. In giving human beings freedom, God 

allows himself to experience suffering. He suffers the rejection of his creation but he 



also feels the pain that his creation feels when it suffers the consequences of 

disobeying him. 

We also see the self-giving of the Father in our redemption. Not only does the Father 

give of himself by creating us and allowing us freedom in creation, he also gives of 

himself in order to redeem us from the disobedience that has arisen from our freedom. 

In the giving of his Son for our sake, God was giving of himself: “For God so loved the 

world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish 

but may have eternal life” (John 3:16). The Son wasn’t the only one to give of himself at 

the cross, the Father gives of himself by giving his only beloved Son for the sins of 

humankind. The grief that the Father felt is represented by the darkness that came over 

the land when Jesus was on the cross (Amos 8:9-10). The Father suffers the death of 

the Son. But just as the father in the parable who runs to the prodigal son (Luke 15:20), 

the Father willingly suffers if it means he can be reunited with his prodigals who in their 

freedom rejected him. 

That means in the kenosis of the Father we are embraced, given the trappings of 

sonship, and invited to the party (verses 20-24). 

The Self-Emptying God, Authority 

(Part Three – The Father, continued) 

“God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, 

so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and 

under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to 

the glory of God the Father.” 

Philippians 2:9-11 (NRSV) 

In our last reflection we saw the kenosis of the Father in the self-emptying and self-

giving of himself for our sake; both in bringing humanity into existence and bringing 

human beings back to himself following the decision, in our God-given freedom, to 

reject him. 



But we also see in Scripture that the Father not only gives of himself for our sake; he 

also gives of himself for the sake of the exaltation of his Son. In Luke 10:22, Jesus says: 

“All things have been handed over to me by my Father.” In context that means the 

Father has given the Son authority over everything. The Father doesn’t keep all 

authority for himself; he gives it to the Son. 

We see the authority the Son is given further explained in John 5:19-27, “Jesus said to 

them, ‘…I tell you, the Son can do nothing on his own, but only what he sees the Father 

doing; for whatever the Father does, the Son does likewise. The Father loves the Son 

and shows him all that he himself is doing; and he will show him greater works than 

these, so that you will be astonished. Indeed, just as the Father raises the dead and 

gives them life, so also the Son gives life to whomever he wishes. The Father judges no 

one but has given all judgment to the Son, so that all may honor the Son just as they 

honor the Father. Anyone who does not honor the Son does not honor the Father who 

sent him…I tell you, anyone who hears my word and believes him who sent me has 

eternal life, and does not come under judgment, but has passed from death to life…I tell 

you, the hour is coming, and is now here, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son 

of God, and those who hear will live. For just as the Father has life in himself, so he has 

granted the Son also to have life in himself; and he has given him authority to execute 

judgment, because he is the Son of Man.’” 

Here Jesus tells us that the Father has given over the power of life and judgment to the 

Son. The Father gives of his own authority to judge and to give eternal life to the Son in 

order that the Son may be glorified. That is true kenosis on the Father’s part; the giving 

of one’s own right of authority for the exaltation of another, providing an example for us 

to follow. 

The Self-Emptying God, Jesus 

(Part Four – The Son) 

“Christ Jesus, 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.” 

Philippians 2:5-8 (NRSV) 

Reflecting on the kenosis of God, we now turn to the Son’s emptying and self-giving for 

the sake of humanity, which took place both in his coming to earth and in his death on 

the cross. 

The self-humiliation of God is perfected, and completely fulfilled, in the incarnation of 

the Son, as God permits an existence different from his own by limiting himself. He 

withdraws his omnipotence in order to free humankind. This kenosis is realized on the 

cross as God identifies himself with humanity to the point of death. 

In the early Christological hymn in Philippians 2, Paul says that as Christ already 

possessed equality with God, he had the nature of the Godhead, which was one of 

giving not getting. Thus, he chose the path that led to incarnation and death. The 

Amplified Bible renders verse 6 as, “who, although He existed in the form and 

unchanging essence of God [as One with Him, possessing the fullness of all the divine 

attributes—the entire nature of deity], did not regard equality with God a thing to be 

grasped or asserted [as if He did not already possess it, or was afraid of losing it].” The 

meaning here is precisely because he was who he was in the form of God he didn’t 

consider this equality something to hold on to. What Paul is conveying is that because 

Jesus is God, he had this attitude of self-giving for the sake of others. 

Jesus had such an attitude of self-giving that he emptied himself by becoming human 

and continued to empty himself all the way to the point of a humiliating death on the 

cross for us. This is how Jesus described his mission of self-giving, “For the Son of Man 

came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many” (Mark 

10:45). Jesus beautifully demonstrated his readiness to serve in the incident of the foot-

washing described in John 13:1-15 and proved that he loved humanity to the fullest 

extent possible by giving up his life for us all. At great cost, the one who knew no sin 

became sin for us so that we could be reconciled to the Father (2 Corinthians 5:18-21). 



The Son emptied himself in order to serve us, now we are to take this message of 

reconciliation to the world (verses 11-16) as his ambassadors (verse 20). 

The Self-Emptying God, Sacrifice 

(Part Five – The Son, continued) 

“…being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the 

point of death—even death on a cross…to the glory of God the Father.” 

Philippians 2:7-8, 11 (NRSV) 

Our previous reflection showed that the Son emptied himself in order to serve, save and 

reconcile us to the Father. But we also see in the Bible that the Son empties himself in 

order to glorify and fulfil the will of the Father. 

We see this most clearly portrayed in the garden of Gethsemane. On this night of agony 

Jesus was terrified of what faced him and asked for any way to get out of what he had 

to go through. He knelt down and prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass 

from me; yet not what I want but what you want” (Matthew 26:39). A few moments later 

he prayed for a second time, “My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be 

done” (verse 42). Then we are told he prayed “for the third time, saying the same 

words” (verse 44). Jesus knew what it was like to not have his prayers answered in the 

way he would have wanted, but he was determined to be obedient to the Father. This 

submission of Jesus to the will of the Father is highly kenotic; the Son is giving up his 

own desire to avoid suffering in order to fulfil the Father’s will to rescue us. 

Now of course, it is also the will of the Son to redeem us, but at this point when he is 

confronted with the agony he has to face, Jesus has to empty himself of the natural 

human desire to save himself in order to fulfil this greater purpose. The writer to the 

Hebrews refers to this incident in Gethsemane when he writes that Jesus learned 

obedience through this suffering: “In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and 

supplications, with loud cries and tears, to the one who was able to save him from 

death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission. Although he was a Son, 

he learned obedience through what he suffered” (Hebrews 5:7-8). 



By perfectly submitting to the Father’s will, Jesus undid Adam’s disobedience that 

tainted the human race, and as the Last Adam he “became the source of eternal 

salvation for all…” (verse 9). Jesus, therefore, glorifies the Father by obediently and 

willingly facing death in order to fulfil the Father’s desire to redeem us. 

Paul speaks of the glory that the Father receives at the end of the passage from 

Philippians chapter 2. He says that everyone will confess and enjoy the Lordship of 

Jesus ‘to the glory of God the Father.’ So ultimately Christ’s whole kenosis in becoming 

human and dying on the cross, as well as his subsequent exaltation and Lordship serve 

the purpose of glorifying the Father. 

The Self-Emptying God, Holy Spirit 

(Part Six – The Spirit) 

“In the last days it will be, God declares, 

that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh…” 

Acts 2:17 (NRSV) 

In our reflections on the self-emptying God, we have seen the kenosis of the Father and 

Son; however it is not only the Father and Son who act kenotically. Self-emptying is also 

a mark of the Holy Spirit, which of course, is what we should expect of the Spirit of the 

self-giving God. 

We often think about the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost in terms of what it meant for 

the people; but sadly we ignore what this event meant for the Spirit. What is often called 

the “descent” of the Spirit was an immensely kenotic event. Christians are happy to 

speak of the descent of the Son as kenotic, but the same is true of the Spirit. 

The Spirit came down to earth and engages with human life in all its squalor. Take 

prayer as an example—Romans 8 provides an account of two divine intercessors 

interceding for us: “…the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to 

pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. And 

God, who searches the heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit 

intercedes for the saints according to the will of God” (verses 26-27), and “Who is to 



condemn? It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of 

God, who indeed intercedes for us” (verse 34). The Spirit prays “within” believers, on 

the human side of the divine-human divide, while the Son intercedes at the Father’s 

right hand. This means that the Spirit has humbled himself in ‘siding’ with inadequate 

human intercessors who hardly know what or how to pray. This is kenosis in relation to 

the believer. 

Now the Spirit not only helps us to pray but by humbling himself to come and live in us 

he enables all of our Christian life: “Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, 

impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, 

dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. I am 

warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not inherit the 

kingdom of God. By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, 

kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against 

such things. And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its 

passions and desires” (Galatians 5:19-24). 

With the Spirit in us we put to death the deeds of the sinful nature and live the way God 

wants us to. So since we live by the Spirit, let us be guided by, and keep in step with, 

the Spirit (verse 25), as he enables us to have right relationships with others (verse 26). 

The Self-Emptying God, Humility 

(Part Seven – The Spirit, continued) 

“He will glorify me…” 

John 16:14 (NRSV) 

In our previous reflection we saw that the Spirit is kenotic in his relationship with us, 

however the Scripture also reveals that he is kenotic in his relationship with the Son: 

“When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak 

on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things that 

are to come. He will glorify me, because he will take what is mine and declare it to you. 

All that the Father has is mine. For this reason I said that he will take what is mine and 

declare it to you” (John 16:13-15). The Spirit clearly exalts Jesus and is kenotic, 



speaking not his own words but those given by the Son. This involves the disregarding 

of himself as the Son’s words are the words he has chosen to express. 

Luke also regarded the Spirit’s descent at Pentecost as the cause of the exaltation of 

the Son. Peter’s sermon in Acts 2, under the inspiration of the Spirit, was supremely 

focused on Christ and not the Spirit (verses 22-36). Throughout the book of Acts the 

Spirit’s activity was achieving not only the spread of the gospel that brought salvation to 

people; it was achieving a spread of the gospel that brought honor to Christ. Paul also 

shows that the outpoured Spirit exalted the risen Jesus: “Therefore I want you to 

understand that no one speaking by the Spirit of God ever says, ‘Let Jesus be cursed!’ 

and no one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit” (1 Corinthians 12:3). 

The ultimate criterion of the Spirit’s activity is the exaltation of Jesus as Lord. In other 

words, to Corinthians who were perhaps impressed by unusual phenomena, Paul was 

warning them to be careful to see if Christ is being exalted as Lord before they judged 

that a phenomenon has its origin in God. It is the Holy Spirit who moves the one under 

his influence to declare, ‘Jesus is Lord!’ Put more simply, it is the Spirit who says that 

‘Jesus is Lord’ and exalts the Son in the eyes of Christian believers. The Spirit does not 

glorify himself, instead he glorifies Jesus, and so acts in the same self-emptying, self-

giving way as the Father and the Son. 

God as Father, Son and Spirit, has acted towards humanity in a kenotic way because 

that is what God is like in his essential being. Having been embraced in this circle of 

self-emptying, self-giving life that is Father, Son and Spirit, we now have the privilege of 

participating in this life in the way we relate to others (1 John 3:16). Thankfully, the 

communion of the self-emptying God is with and in us to make that possible. 

The Weakness of God 

“When the man saw that he could not overpower him…” 

Genesis 32:25 (NIV) 

Jacob wrestled throughout the night with a mysterious figure who appeared as a man 

(verse 24); called the place of this encounter Peniel because he had seen God face to 

face (verse 30); and yet the text tells us that God could not overpower Jacob. Of course, 



God could have overpowered Jacob, just a gentle touch of his hip disabled him (verse 

25), so what is going on here? 

It reminds me of a time when my son was very little and we would wrestle. How does a 

man in his 30’s weighing over 160 pounds wrestle with a 4-year toddler without killing 

him? Quite simply I couldn’t use all of my weight, so I would lie on my back removing 

any possibility of getting on top of him. In other words, by taking all my weight off of my 

son, I made myself weak. I could have easily overpowered a 4-year-old, but I didn’t 

because I was on my back. And God made himself weak so that he failed to overpower 

Jacob. If God had used his full weight, all the power that is at the disposal of the Creator 

of the universe, he could have incinerated Jacob and won the wrestling match, but he 

would not have got what he wanted. What God wanted from Jacob was a changed 

heart, and so he failed to win this wrestling match in order to win Jacob’s heart. 

This points to the ultimate place where God won through not winning, where he 

triumphed through defeat. On the cross Jesus wrestled in weakness. The all-powerful 

God could have called more than 12 legions of angels to rescue him and achieve victory 

over those who were putting him to death (Matthew 26:53). Instead “he humbled himself 

by becoming obedient to death—even death on a cross!” (Philippians 2:8). Jesus made 

himself weak to take the full force of humanity’s evil, with the intention of changing our 

hearts towards him. 

In Jesus, God became weak for us, and there is nothing more loving than a ‘weak’ God: 

a God who would empty himself of his power and greatness, live the life of a servant 

and die on the cross for us. It is only when we see him being weak for us, when we 

understand that we have a God who loves and values us so much, that he was willing to 

go through all this for us, that our hearts melt and it changes us. It’s then that the 

weakness of God becomes the power of God to salvation as it says in 1 Corinthians 

1:18-31. Jacob was privileged to see “God face to face, and yet [his] life was spared” 

(Genesis 32:30). At the cross we see God face to face and our life too is spared. 
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