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Lay Down your Life 
St. John’s Church, NF  June 22, 2014 

“No one has greater love than this, to lay down one's life for one's friends.”  

 That sentence from the mouth of Jesus echoes the readings for Good Shepherd Sunday 

(May 11) and I commented then that the popular interpretation so often emphasizes Jesus’ 

sacrificial death, whereas the focus should be on his whole life. Jesus offers his life as a 

sacrifice, encouraging his followers to do the same, showing them “the way,” the way of 

“truth”, the way of “living.” His followers should, like him, give their lives in service to God 

and neighbour. Notice that he calls his disciples “friends,” and he doesn’t mean some warm 

and fuzzy sentiment like “what a friend we have in Jesus.” (My allusion to that familiar hymn 

reminds me of the priest whose sermons were very long and boring, announcing in church on 

a Sunday that he had been transferred to another church and that it was Jesus' wish that he 

leave that very week. The congregation rose immediately to sing the next hymn: "What a 

Friend we have in Jesus!" But I digress . . .)  The Buddha defined a friend as one who "guards 

you when you are off your guard and does not forsake you in trouble; (one who) restrains 

you from doing wrong and enjoins you to do right..." Aristotle laid out the need for friends 

when he wrote: "We need friends when we are young to keep us from error; when we get old 

to carry out those plans which we have not the strength to execute ourselves; and in the 

prime of life to help us in doing noble deeds." And Jesus told his followers: "This is my 

commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. There is no greater love than 

this, (than) to lay down one’s life for one’s friends." He calls them friends because he has 

taught them all he knows, about the Father, about living in accordance with the Father’s 

commandments. Those who obey the Father’s commandments are his friends. And what are 

the Father’s commandments? To love one another. The first letter of John is a sustained 

meditation on God’s love and the life of the faithful as the imitation of God’s love: “God is 

love, and those who abide in love abide in God” (4.16). 

 Our tendency to focus on the death of Jesus when he talks of laying down his life is 

understandable, for the church over time has produced the concept of the substitutionary 
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sacrifice of Jesus, substitutionary atonement, the idea that Christ died for the sins of the 

whole world, that only through the death of a perfect human being could God forgive the sins 

of all humanity. Only Jesus, who was not only human but also the Son of God, was perfect, 

spotless, and without blemish. Only his death makes our forgiveness possible. Much of our 

liturgy echoes this theology and many see substitutionary atonement as the essence of 

Christianity, but however you express it, it is a rather troublesome concept in the 21st 

century, and while many scholars and theologians analyze it, many Christians and churches 

have turned away from it. Phyllis Tickle, our speaker at the clergy conference last week, 

challenged us to re-formulate Atonement to answer its rejection by our contemporaries.  

 There are three problems with subsitutionary atonement: first, what kind of God 

requires the death of an innocent man? As John Dominic Crossan once said in his wry Irish 

wit, “That’s not the kind of God I’d like to meet in a dark alley.” As the readings for today 

make clear, we worship a God of love, a God of mercy and justice; surely God never desires 

the death of an innocent person. Jesus in his teaching makes it clear that God identifies with 

the downtrodden, the marginalized, the poor, the widows and prisoners. Surely the death of 

just such a lowly, faithful peasant was not part of a divine plan to forgive the sins of the 

world. 

 The second problem with this theological concept is the Father/Son paradigm which we 

use to describe Jesus’ relationship with God. If we understand the Trinity aright, as we 

observed last Sunday, we recognize that God is one, and we know the divine in three 

personas, Father, Son and Spirit. But the Father-Son language conjures specific and familiar 

images in our thinking; Jesus after all called God Father and taught us to pray to “Our Father 

in heaven.” Looked at through this filial language, God the Father’s requirement that his only 

son make the ultimate sacrifice seems abusive to the highest degree. After all, in contrast, 

when Abraham was preparing to sacrifice his son—the OT lesson for next Sunday--God’s 

angel appeared and said “No!”  
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 Finally, to reduce Jesus’ earthly ministry to a preordained plan, to see him sent by God 

with the sole purpose to die on a cross, erases his humanity, reduces his life and ministry to 

that of a mere automaton, someone without free will, someone moved about like a pawn on a 

chess board. That view rather undermines the wider significance, for him and for his followers, 

of “laying down his life.”  

 Jesus led his people in the way of the kingdom of God to the ultimate end; his protest 

against the injustice of his society, the power of Rome and the complicity of the temple 

leaders, led to his execution on the cross. He knew that would happen, if his followers didn’t. 

Only after his death came insight and understanding, came the conviction that he was still 

very much with them, leading and encouraging them to follow his way, to lay down their lives 

for their friends. After his death, the disciples were lost and confused, but they studied their 

scriptures, our OT, to try to understand what had happened to Jesus, what was happening to 

them. There they found the imagery of the sacrificial lamb and in the ritual of the temple 

sacrifice they found the language to describe what happened, to see God’s hand in all that 

occurred. The writers of Jesus’ life shaped his story with hindsight, history remembered and 

reflected in light of their new understanding, of their experience of the divine through Jesus, 

of their enlightened reading of the scriptures. 

 Now the substitutionary atonement of Jesus’ death, seen as a story of God’s great 

love, has helped many Christians through the ages to serve God with a life of loving action. 

But I still recall a moment shortly after my family & I joined St Thomas’ church, in the early 

1990s, when a teenager in that congregation calmly explained to me in conversation that she 

did not believe in the substitutionary sacrifice of Jesus. I was speechless, an unusual state for 

me, at the knowledge and certainty of this young woman—that a teenager even knew the 

phrase let alone the concept amazed me. But her comments revealed to me that the idea is a 

stumbling block for many, within and without the church, and, as Phyllis Tickle challenged the 

clergy at our recent conference, we need to re-examine it very carefully. A comment from 

Marcus Borg puts a thoughtful twist on the subject: “Jesus did not die for the sins of the 
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world . . . he was killed because of the sins of the world.” Jesus lays down his life for his 

friends. He voluntarily risks his life – and loses it – for what he believes, for the God he trusts, 

and for the people who follow him. Jesus’ self-sacrifice reveals the absolute moral bankruptcy 

of oppressive political regimes. And let us not forget that Jesus is the only figure at the 

center of a major world religion to have been subjected to capital punishment by a legitimate 

government. He knew that he was risking his life by preaching a subversive theology, the 

kingdom of God, an alternative to both the Romans and their temple toadies. He saw what 

had happened to John the Baptist, yet he moved forward, knowing his mission would probably 

get him killed too.  

 The cross, and Jesus’ teaching about “laying down one’s life,” are about discipleship, 

not believing a correct atonement theology, but following the way of the cross. We have to 

ask ourselves, Are we part of any oppressive system today? Do we help to perpetuate such 

systems? Does it precipitate the crucifixion in our time? All of us, all the time, need to live 

with the uncomfortable challenge of Jesus’ teaching and example. To remember his self-

sacrifice, to ask, if I may alter slightly the words of a familiar spiritual, “Are you there when 

they crucify my Lord?” To ask of ourselves how we are complicit in injustice in our own time 

and place, and to commit ourselves to reconciling our relationship with God, self, and others. 

Barbara Brown Taylor, an Episcopal priest, suggests that “A cross and nails are not always 

necessary. There are a thousand ways to kill him, some of them as obvious as choosing where 

you will stand when the showdown between the weak and the strong comes along, others of 

them as subtle as keeping your mouth shut when someone asks you if you know him.” Jesus 

chooses his disciples, his friends, for a different path, one that is bent on incarnating God's 

way in the world and bearing enduring fruit from their loving actions. He trains his disciples in 

the will and ways of "the Father" (verse 15). His training course is participation in God's 

mission, with Jesus always leading along the way of love. “No one has greater love than this, 

to lay down one's life for one's friends.” 


