
For the modern Western self, the Christian idea of dying to self while receiving the life of
Christ presents a special challenge. Western culture is so highly individualistic rather than
communal or corporate, and Western thought is so highly propositional rather than
narrative, that dying to the self seems strangely counterintuitive if not impossible. Aren’t
we instead to educate, develop, empower, pursue, and magnify the self? No, the Bible
says, we are not to magnify the self. I no longer live, Paul writes, but Christ lives in me.
What of the old self? Crucified, Paul writes again. How, though, does this death-to-self
happen, when clearly the Bible doesn’t mean a literal natural death?

Forget, for a moment, the image of a natural death.
Indeed, think instead of something inanimate,
something that doesn’t live at all, like a simple stick
of wood, say, one of the four legs that support your
chair. That stick doesn’t mean much, or means
nothing at all, except that it comprises one of the
four legs of your chair. The stick must, in a sense,

die to its own meaning–a simple stick!–if it intends to live as a critical component of your
quite-useful chair. The stick must empty itself into the chair for the stick to take its
rightful and frankly honorable place. But then think of the chair, too. The chair means
little until it becomes your place to sit as you dine, read, or work. The chair, like the stick,
must empty itself into its beneficial use, the pattern that makes it a chair. And so, too,
must your dining, reading, or work. If those activities are to acquire their full meaning
and identity, then they, too, must empty themselves into the higher pattern of which they
are a part, one hopes, a life directed toward the will of God.

One gets the sense from Christ’s teaching and life that each object, role, activity, and
event, and each person, must give up its fruit into the larger story of which it is a part, for
it to take its rightfully honored place in that grand narrative. Everything under God’s sun
has its place, confirmed when God repeatedly stated that his creation is good. Christ, as
the uncreated highest being of God, incorporates everything into his metanarrative that
ultimately gives identity, meaning, and purpose to everyone and everything.

So, dying to self isn’t dragging oneself toward the grave. Dying to self is emptying
oneself of everything that runs counter to the desires of Christ. Dying to self is placing
oneself utterly in the hands of Christ under the Spirit of Christ until Christ alone lives.
Dying to self is living to God. Dying to self is living the one way that God intended when
giving us life. Thank God for Christ’s life.


