
The questioner is right that each party has at times blamed another party for killing
Jesus, for deicide, the killing of God. Let’s explore how the gospels account for
Jesus’s death, then the blaming that has followed down through the centuries,
before coming to a clearer view of the true responsibility for Jesus’s death.

The synoptic gospels Matthew, Mark, and Luke (synoptic because similar) refer
consistently to the religious leaders, especially the Pharisees and the ruling-body
Sanhedrin, as having pursued Christ’s death. Jesus attracted huge followings among
the Jews for his teaching and healing. Thus, when pursuing Jesus’s death, the
religious leaders took pains to act outside the public’s view, secretly, even at night.
The Jews generally, then both a religious community and an ethnic group of largely
common descent, were not by and large responsible for Jesus’s death. Jesus was
instead an extraordinarily popular figure to many Jews, and the Messiah to some,
too.

The gospel of John, written later than the other gospels, when religious divisions
between Jews and Christians were deeper, refers many times to the Jews as having
pursued Christ’s murder. But John 19 clarifies that the Jewish leaders were the ones
who ultimately shouted down the Roman governor Pilate that he must crucify Jesus.
The instigation of Jesus’s death was at the hands of a small number of religious
rulers, safeguarding their rule, not at the hands of Jews generally.

Anti-Semitism, hatred of Jews for their ethnic heritage and religious faith, is a
scandal tracing down through the ages. Leaders of many ages, from Romans in the
first centuries after Christ, through Europeans in the Middle Ages, to
nineteenth-century Russians, to the twentieth-century Nazis, have made scapegoats
of Jews, slaughtering them for political, social, and economic reasons. In doing so,
they have often used a false religious justification, that Jews killed Christ, to stoke
the hatred. Christians, or persons claiming to be Christians or to act for Christians,
have participated, a Christendom scandal. Christian leaders today, from Catholic
popes to Protestant ministers and Orthodox priests, decry anti-Semitism. Christians
do not blame ethnic Jews nor the Jewish faith for the death of Christ.

If Jews were not responsible for Jesus’s death, then the gospels further make clear
that the Roman governor Pilate was reluctant to have anything to do with Jesus,
whom he regarded as innocent of any crime worthy of death, as his wife’s dream



confirmed. Although Pilate ultimately ordered Jesus’s crucifixion, which Roman
soldiers carried out, Pilate did so under the religious leaders’ pressure, who shouted
that Pilate was no friend of Caesar unless he ordered Jesus dead. The gospel
account makes it hard to hold the Romans responsible.

Some say that we, each one of us, referring to sinners in general, are responsible for
Jesus’s death. Sin indeed was the reason for Jesus’s sacrifice. But just because we
sin does not mean that we killed Jesus. Yes, Jesus’s death, his willing sacrifice on
the cross, was to redeem us from sin. But we did not sin in order to kill Jesus. We
sin from our birth, from our nature, not with the intention of killing Jesus.

Still others say that God killed Jesus. Indeed, God’s plan for humankind’s
redemption was to sacrifice his own Son. The Father sent Jesus into the world to
die, asked Jesus to die, stood aside as soldiers crucified Jesus, and accepted Jesus’s
death, as horribly as it pained the Father and the Son. Yet the Father did not draw
sword or knife, did not force Jesus to the cross to nail his hands and feet there, did
not pierce Jesus’s side. The Father did not kill Jesus. Jesus laid down his own life.

The gospels are clear. Matthew 20:28 records Jesus telling his disciples that the Son
of Man came to give his life as a ransom for many. Mark 10:45 says that Jesus laid
down his life, gave away his life. John 10:11 records Jesus saying that he is the
good shepherd who lays down his life for his sheep. In John 10:17, Jesus says that
his Father loves him because he lays down his life. And ultimately, in John 10:18,
Jesus says that no one takes his life from him. No one took Jesus’s life. No one
killed Jesus. Jesus laid down his life, as John 10:18 puts it, of his own accord. And,
John 10:18 continues, Jesus did not die to remain dead but to take up his life again.
Jesus repeated in the same verse that he alone has the authority to lay down his life
and take it up again. No one can kill Jesus.

Thus, the better view is that no agent, whether human or divine, whether individual
or group, bears responsibility for Jesus’s death. Jews didn’t kill Jesus. Romans
didn’t kill Jesus. You and I didn’t kill Jesus. God the Father did not kill Jesus. No
one killed Jesus. The question is wrong in its premise. The question assumes that
someone can kill God. Think about it. What a ridiculous proposition. No one kills
God. God’s Son laid down his own life in the perfect self-sacrifice that his entire
earthly ministry demonstrated. And he did so only to take up his life again. Because



Jesus is the Son of God, Jesus’s death was not an act of murder, not a killing at all,
but a self-sacrifice. Jesus’s self-sacrifice was not the legalistic kind, making a show
of self-inflicted punishment. Rather, Jesus’s self-sacrifice was the godly kind, solely
to do as his Father wished.

Indeed, Jesus asks the same self-sacrifice of us, in Luke 9:23, that we take up our
cross daily to follow him. We crucify our flesh, meaning our desire to please
ourselves, to please Jesus instead. The apostle Paul wrote in Galatians 2:20 that he
was crucified with Christ so that he would no longer live but that Christ would live
in him. Paul wrote again in Romans 6:6 that our old self was crucified with Christ
to be free from its sin. Christ’s life was a life of self-sacrifice, as a model for the
sacrifice that we also make for him. No one killed Christ, who instead laid down his
life for us. Perhaps likewise, no one truly kills us, but we instead lay down our life
for him. Now that would be a Christian life.


