
Did Jesus empty himself of his deity—limiting his power as God? 

 The scriptures tell us that Jesus was God, yet human. This can be difficult to 

understand, yet how we think about the person of Jesus has profound theological 

and practical implications for our faith as Christians, especially in how we relate to  

Jesus and God the Father. 

 John 1:14 identifies Jesus’ divine nature as the Word of God in human form, 

God’s own Son with the glory of the Father. A few verses later John, refers to Jesus as 

God as well as the one who has revealed God the Father to us: “No one has ever seen 

God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him 

known. (NRSV).” 

 As God, Jesus could not possibly shed this divine identity and nature com-

pletely, even to put on a human identity and nature. In this way it is inaccurate to think 

of Jesus “emptying himself of his deity” in the sense of erasing or cancelling his deity. 

We see in Colossians 2:9 that though fully human, Jesus remained (and remains) di-

vine “For in him the fullness of deity dwells bodily (NRSV).” Instead, Jesus operated 

out of his human nature on earth. Jesus “had to become like his brothers and sisters 

in every respect, so that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest in the service 

of God, to make sacrifice of atonement for the sins of the people (Hebrews 2:17 

NRSV, emphasis added).” 

 However, some translations of Philippians 2:6-8 like the New Revised Standard 

Version, the English standard Version, and the New American Standard Bible do em-

ploy the use of the word ‘empty’ in referring to the incarnation.  

  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 on a cross. 



 Even with the phrase “emptied himself” this passage neither indicates nor im-

plies the rejection or the suspension of Jesus’ divine nature. On the contrary, in the 

sentence following “being found in human form” indicates that the divine identity is 

still intact. Otherwise it would be unnecessary to distinguish God as being “found in 

human form”. 

 Other translations express the passage in different words, which add further 

context to the operative ideas of our question. For example the New International 

Version puts it this way: 

  Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God  

  something to be used to his own advantage; rather, he made himself  

  nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human  

  likeness… (Philippians 2:6-7, emphasis added) 

 Whereas the New Living Translation reads: 

  Though he was God, he did not think of equality with God as  

  something to cling to. Instead, he gave up his divine privileges; 

  he took the humble position of a slave.  

  (Philippians 2:6-7, emphasis added) 

 So we see that in addition to the deity-yet-humanity of Jesus the passage dis-

cusses how Jesus’ divinity was not exploited, so while Jesus did not cancel out his de-

ity he did limit himself by operating out of his human nature and not his divine nature. 
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