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Philippians 2.5-11 (1-11) 

Following Jesus where going down is heading up. 
 

This is one of the most influential, but also controversial passages, in all of Scripture. It combines 

some deep theology about Christ, with ethical reasoning and moral exhortation to live a Christlike 

life. Is much debate about which one of those three things it is primarily about and also whether Paul 

actually coined these words or was simply quoting from a hymn used in worship by early Christians. 

 

Paul’s letter to the Philippians is usually seen as reflecting a warm relationship between Paul and the 

church, marred only by some petty bickering. But more recently many scholars have suggested that 

conflict underlies much of the letter and that disunity is actually a major theme in it. One 

commentator speaks of a church “diseased by strife and self-interest.” 

 

As I work with churches around the country and speak with ministers and church leaders I find this is 

a constant theme. Churches that have broken relationships, rival groups, communities that have been 

split asunder as some have left. I was in Christchurch two weeks ago and one of the things I was 

doing was some final interviews for a book I am writing on Murray Robertson’s remarkable 40 year 

ministry at Spreydon Baptist Church. It is 5 years now since he finished as senior pastor and in that 

time he has travelled a lot first as President of the Baptist Union and then heading up  a church 

leadership network. I felt it would be good to finish with some reflections he had gathered out of this 

on the state of the church in NZ. And this is one of the major things he identified – the amount of 

conflict and disunity that was crippling. “You’d go to a place and things seemed really buzzing and 

then go back a couple of years later and it had been decimated because a whole group had left over 

some issue.”  And then just this week I had a minister in one of our parishes sitting in my office 

telling me about the terrible conflict that had emerged in his church as a result of the wonderful 

growth they had seen. 

 

So it seems then the issues that Paul is grappling with in this passage are not peripheral to the 

challenges of the church some 20 centuries later. Why is that?   

 

Well having entered the world of babies and little children for the second time, it has reminded me of 

the root cause of most of our problems. In the early 1900s there was a famous correspondence in The 

Times newspaper under the subject of “What is wrong with the world today?” The best letter of all 

was also the shortest. It read “Dear Sir, I am, Yours faithfully, G.K. Chesterton.” What is the cause of 

all our conflict and disunity “we are”, “I am”. As Pogo said “We have met the enemy and the enemy 

is us.” 

 

So to go back to the world of babies and children, from the moment of birth we humans urge others to 

meet our needs. The infant cries and performs until mum comes to feed or change her. The toddler 

misbehaves until dad stops playing with little sister and gives full attention to him. At older ages 

siblings often demand privileges in at least equal proportion to and preferably in greater amounts than 

their brothers and sisters. And adults behave little differently We seek the highest paying jobs, the 

most comfortable homes, the most prestigious cars and are willing to go to considerable trouble to 

achieve these ends. What begins as a survival instinct quickly becomes an expression of fallen human 

nature, but for people to live successfully in community with other people this instinct needs to be 

restrained in numerous ways. Many of the rules laid down in a well-functioning family and many of 

the  laws in any larger society are attempts to restrain and channel the human desire to dominate 

others. But despite all these the drive is so strong and so universal that it breaks out destructively far 

too often in families, in wider communities, in organisations and most tragically in churches.  

 

So what do we do? How do we get to that place as Paul puts it of having the same love, being in one 

accord and of the same mind.? How do we do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit but in 

humility regard others as better than [ourselves]. I mean don’t I spend so much time trying to 

convince myself and others that I am better than others? How do we look not to [our] own interests 

but to the interests of others? Nice idea Paul, but how? 
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Well Paul goes on and here’s the crunch. 

vv. 5-8….. 

 

The incarnation of Christ, God coming to us as a human person in Jesus, represents the antithesis of 

this human drive to dominate. Although he had access to all the privilege and power to which his 

identity with God entitled him, and although he could have exploited that privilege and power to 

dominate and control, Jesus considered his divinity an opportunity for service and obedience. His 

divine status became a matter not of getting but of giving, not of being served but of serving, not of 

dominance but obedience. 

 

We read passages like this in a nice sentimental kind of way and find it difficult to grasp just how 

radically counter cultural it was. When people in the ancient world thought of great leaders, ruler, 

kings, lords they often thought of Alexander the Great. At the age of 20 he succeeded his father to the 

throne of Macedonia, quickly made himself master of all of Greece and then set about the task of 

conquering the rest of the world. By the time he died at 33 he had succeeded to such an extent that it 

made sense within the way people thought then to be regarded as divine, something he himself had 

suggested. 

 

In Paul’s world the closest equivalent to Alexander was the emperor Augustus, who had put an end to 

the long-running Roman civil war and brought peace and unity to the whole known world. It wasn’t 

long before grateful subjects came to regard him too as divine. The power of military might and the 

immense organisational skills required to hold the empire together made this for them their natural 

conclusion. And other rulers did their best to copy this model. It was what great leadership, great 

deliverers look like. And of course it was what the people of Israel imagined their long promised 

Saviour, their new Davidic king, the Messiah who would deliver them from the oppression of Rome, 

would look and act like. 

 

And into this context Jesus enters Jerusalem on Palm Sunday to the excited throngs. Like William 

arriving in NZ. But instead of riding on a war horse as a great leader, messiah should, he rides on a 

donkey; and as he enters the city instead of turning right to go to the palace and take on the Roman 

garrison he turns left and goes to cleanse the temple; and then finally instead of ascending to a throne 

to be dressed in a purple robe with a golden crown he is strung up naked on a cross with a crown of 

thorns. It’s all wrong, all upside down. But actually in God’s economy it was rightside up. He was the 

reality, Alexander and Augustus were the caricature. It was they who, like Adam the predecessor of us 

all, were doing what the human race has always done, grasping at the chance to be like God. 

 

And so Paul either turns to an early Christian hymn or coins some poetry himself to express the depth 

of what this means. In this want to talk briefly about one phrase which causes much debate and 

confusion. Start of v7 says referring to Jesus he emptied himself. Some have thought it meant that 

Jesus having been divine up to that point somehow stopped being divine when he became human and 

then went back to being divine again. But this in fact is not true to what Paul has in mind. 

 

The point of v6. is that Jesus was indeed already equal with God; that Jesus already existed before he 

became a human being. But the decision to become human and to go all the way along the road of 

obedience to God’s plan of salvation, yes indeed all the way to the cross – this was not a decision to 

stop being divine. It was a decision about what it meant to be really divine. 

 

Jesus retained his equality with God; the point of the cross for Paul, as he put it elsewhere, is that God 

was in Christ reconciling the world to himself (2 Cor 5.19). The point of vv. 6&7 is that Jesus 

didn’t regard this equality as something to take advantage of, something to exploit. Rather the eternal 

Son of God, the one who became human in and as Jesus of Nazareth, regarded his equality with God 

as committing himself to the course he took: of becoming human, of becoming Israel’s anointed 

representative, of dying under the weight of the evil of the whole world. This is what it meant to be 

equal with God. And so as you look at the incarnate son of God dying on the cross on Good Friday, 

the most powerful thought you should think is: this is the true meaning of who God is. He is the God 

of self-giving love, as theologian Jurgen Moltmann termed it the “crucified God.”  
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The hymn turns on therefore at the start of v 9. Therefore God exalted him and gave him the name 

that is above every name. What’s the connection. Why should Jesus who did what he did in vv. 6-8 

be honoured in this way. The answer is that in his becoming human and dying on the cross Jesus has 

done what only God can do. Here is the very heart of the Christian vision of God. Paul is quite clear 

that he’s not moving away from Jewish and OT view that there is only God. In the final verse he 

quotes from Isaiah 45, a passage fiercely stating that there is no other God – To me and me alone, 

says Yahweh, every knee shall bow and every tongue shall swear. (Isa. 45.23). Paul concludes his 

passage by saying that this confession will now be given to Jesus, and the name above every name 

that is given to him is that Jesus Christ is Lord and that to him therefore every knee shall bow and 

every tongue confess.   
 

Word used for Lord in Greek is kurios. Interesting development in use of this word. Was used 

initially for a master who owned slaves; then for rulers of kingdoms; then for pagan God’s; and then 

Roman emperor’s claimed title for themselves: “Caesar is Lord.” Finally when Jewish scholars were 

translating the OT from Hebrew into Greek, when came across word Yahweh used as translation for 

it this word KURIOS in capital letters. So whenever see word THE LORD in OT as in the Isaiah 

passage Paul is quoting here it is in Hebrew Yahweh, LORD, the name for God. So see the 

significance of what is being said here – is that the name being given to Jesus, is Yahweh, the name of 

God. God, the creator and sustainer of the universe, who will not share his glory with anyone else has 

shared it – with Jesus.  

 

Jesus must therefore be somehow identified as one  who from all eternity is equal with God and in 

fact is God. And his progression through incarnation to death must be seen, not as something which 

required him as it were to stop being God for a while, but as the perfect self-expression of God. 

 

Most people in Paul’s world, besotted with an idea of the gods into which people like Alexander and 

Augustus could be fitted without much difficulty, were shocked beyond belief at the idea that the one 

true God might be known at last in the person of this crucified Jewish carpenter. Many people in our 

world find it very difficult as well – inside the church as well as outside. Why? Could it be, that we 

too have allowed ourselves to slide into pagan views of what deity or divinity might consist of – 

views which imagine divinity primarily in terms of power and sovereign control - views that would 

then make it difficult to fit Jesus into them? 

 

If so isn’t it about time we did what the NT writers urge us to do, and what this wonderful passage 

poetically invites to do: to start from Jesus himself and rethink our whole picture of God around him. 

Of course if and when we do that we shall find the picture is very challenging. This is a God who is 

known most clearly when he abandons his rights for the sake of the world. And Paul says yes that is 

the mind of Christ and it is the pattern of thinking, leading to the pattern of behaving that belongs to 

you who are the followers of Christ, the people of this God.  

 

So how do we actually do this. Paul wants us to change our thinking but is clear that what he is really 

after is a change in our behaviour. That there is a correlation between our minds and our actions – 

always Pauls concern, because in the end we show that we belong to Christ not so much by what we 

believe but how we act. So what comes first – thinking or acting. Some debate around this among 

psychologists. Do we think ourselves into a new way of acting or act ourselves into a new way of 

thinking. Well my observation is that it is best when we do both together. Obviously it needs to begin 

with changing our thinking – believing that that we need to change our way of acting. But unless we 

immediately follow that up with acting in a different way – not from selfish ambition or conceit but 

in humility regarding others as better than ourselves and looking not to our own interests but to 

the interests of others - then our thinking will quickly revert to its default. But if we do begin to act 

differently, to develop habits of acting differently then over time our mind changes and what once 

seemed unnatural now becomes natural. A new way of being. 

 

And the wonderful thing Paul reassures us about this in the verses immediately following (12&13) is 

that when we are in Christ the effort to link our thought and behaviour so that we become Christlike, 

not only in how we think but also how we act, is not generated solely by our own flawed efforts but 

that God is at work in us enabling us to will and to work for his good pleasure.   


