A Christological View of Philippians 2:5-11 

This passage, Philippians 2:5-11 is considered one of the greatest Christological passages in the New Testament by most scholars.  In just a few verses the Apostle Paul takes the readers on a journey that begins in eternity past and takes them into the eternal future.  On this brief, but intricate voyage, Paul explores the depths of Christ, revealing his divinity, his pre-existence, his equality with God the Father, his incarnation, his humanity, his death, his ultimate triumph over evil and his exaltation.  It seems impossible that one could encompass so much in so short of a passage, but Paul captured the essence of all those things as he writes to the church at Philippi in which he founded on his second missionary journey.  

Unfortunately many divorce theology and/or Christology from practicality.  The context of this passage will not allow the reader to do an injustice such as that.  The church at Philippi is experiencing disunity among its members and Paul is writing directly to that subject.  In the previous four verses, Paul uses phrases such as one accord, likeminded, same love and one mind, exhorting them to iron out there differences.  But Paul takes it a step further as he attacks the root of the problem, personal selfishness.  He then proceeds to give the greatest example of selflessness and humility that is found in all of history, the life of Jesus Christ.  This great Christological passage is born out of the practical exhortation found in verse five, “Let this mind (attitude) be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus.”  The remainder of the passage is a guided tour of the humiliation and exaltation of Christ.  


Before one can dive into the text, a brief statement must be made concerning this passage as a whole.  Many scholars believe that this passage was already in existence in the form of a creed, early church hymn or poem.  This is suggested by the poetic language in which it is written. Some believe that Paul included it in this chapter and that he was not particularly the author of it.  There is nothing to suggest that Paul could not be the author of this, as a matter of fact many commentators look at Paul’s other writings and see that he did have a poetic nature and was capable of this highly poetic style, especially when one reads the 1 Corinthians 13, the great chapter on love.



Paul wastes no time as he rapidly fires phrase after phrase that is pregnant with meaning and implications.  The first phrase in verse six, “who (Christ), although He existed in the form of God,” is referring to the divinity and pre-existence of Christ. The word “existed” or “being” (huparchōn) has a clear meaning in the Greek language that indicates that Jesus did not come into existence but that he was already in existence before his incarnation. It is the idea of being in one’s natural state of being. The participle hyparchon is in the present tense and states Christ's continuing condition.

 Paul specifically used this word to convey to the reader the idea of Christ’s pre-existence.  

In John 1:1-3, Jesus is “with” God at the time of creation, as he was experiencing an intimate relationship with God the Father.  Jesus himself spoke of his pre-existence in John 8:56-59 as he discussed with the Jews about Abraham, their father.  Jesus made this statement in John 8:56, “Your father Abraham rejoiced to see my day: and he saw it, and was glad.”   Their response to Jesus was that he was not even fifty years old, a number that represents an older Jewish man, and then Jesus makes a statement that shocked them, “Before Abraham was, I am.”   Not only is he claiming pre-existence, but by using the words “I am” he is proclaiming his deity.  When Moses was at the burning bush, this is the name that God gave himself in relation to mankind and it simply means “the eternal self existent one.”

The second important word in this phrase is the word “form” which is the word “morphē”  in the Greek language and can also be translated “nature.” With the use of this word Paul is strongly emphasizing that in his per-existence Christ was divine.  The concept of the word form has nothing to do with shape or size of God for God is Spirit (John 4:24), and as such is not to be thought of in human terms. When the Bible refers to “the eyes of the Lord” or “the hand of the Lord,” it is not claiming that God has a human shape; it is using human terms to describe divine attributes (the characteristics of God) and activities, which is called anthropomorphism. The word “form” means “the outward expression of the inward nature.”
  This word stresses the inner essence or reality of that with which it is associated. Christ Jesus, Paul said, is of the very essence (morphē) of God.
  Commentator, J. A. Motyer, defines this phrase “form of God” in relation to Christ in that he “possessed inwardly and displayed outwardly the very nature of God Himself.
  Existing in the form of God, Jesus possessed the divine attributes of God, the things that make God, “God.”  Paul stated it best in Colossians 2:9, “For in him (Christ) dwelleth all the fulness of the Godhead bodily.”

The word “form” presents another aspect of Christ and his deity; it means the permanent, constant being of a person. Not only is it the very essence of a person, but it is that part of him that never changes. It is the unchangeable being.
 William Barclay points out that there is another Greek word translated “form” (schema). In contrast, it means the fleeting, outward form of a person that is always changing. For example, a man is always changing (schema) in looks because of age and fashion, but his manhood (morphē ) never changes.
 “Schema” is used in verse eight in reference to Christ having the fashion or appearance of man and will be discussed later.  Make no mistake, Paul did not just “happen” to use these words, he deliberately chose them to convey to the reader the pre-existence of Christ and the complete and absolute deity of Jesus Christ.

The last key phrase of this verse is “He (Jesus) . . . did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped.”  The word “equal” (isos) means to be on an equal basis with God; to possess all the qualities and attributes of God Himself, or to be God’s equal.  Howard Marshall speaks of Christ’s equality with the father writing that it, “. . . suggests sharing the same rank and hence possessing the same sovereign status.
  


The other key word in this verse is the word “grasped” or “robbery” (KJV) which is the Greek word harpagmos’.  N. T. Wright strongly argues that equality with God is already possessed by Jesus and that he could have exploited it to his own advantage but he chose not to do so.
   Even though possessing full deity, Christ did not consider His equality with God as something to be grasped or held on to. In other words, Christ did not hesitate to set aside His privileges of deity when He became a man. As God He had all the rights of deity, and yet during His incarnate state He surrendered His right to manifest Himself visibly as the God of all splendor and glory.
  He did not consider His equality with God as “something selfishly to be held on to.” Jesus did not think of Himself; He thought of others. His outlook (or attitude) was that of unselfish concern for others. This is “the mind of Christ,” an attitude that says, “I cannot keep my privileges for myself, I must use them for others; and to do this, I will gladly lay them aside and pay whatever price is necessary.”  Paul is setting the stage for the next verse that will describe the humiliation of Christ.  In what ways did Jesus claim to be equal with God?  As mentioned earlier he was equal in being pre-existent, he also had the authority to forgive sins which was a right that only God possessed (Mark 2:5-11; Luke 7:47-50) and he had the power to raise the dead and give eternal life (John 5:21-29; 11:25).


Paul uses three significant expressions as he begins to describe the humiliation of Christ in the next verse. The first phrase, made himself of no reputation, is Paul’s way of expressing the first stage of the total humiliation of Christ.  The word “reputation” is the Greek word kenoo, which means to make empty, to abase, neutralize, to make of none effect, of no reputation, void or to be in vain.  The word “no” in Greek is tapeinoo, and means to depress; to humiliate (in condition or heart), abase, bring low, or humble (self).
  Together the phrase in relationship to Christ means that he humbled himself by neutralizing or empting himself of his divine attributes. The general idea refers to an action that reduces the value of something yet at the same time the item itself (or person) does not actually change in nature, but simply changes in value. Paul explains it best in 2 Cor. 8:9 stating, “For ye know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that, though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, that ye through his poverty might be rich.” In the incarnation the Son of God took on a lesser value, becoming human, than he had possessed and enjoyed for eternity in heaven. Kenosis is the picture of pouring water out of a glass until it is empty or of dumping something until it is all removed.
  The very picture of being completely empty stirs a feeling of just how far Christ went in humbling Himself for us.

To be fully human and to be able to say that Jesus “was tempted in all points” like everyone else, he had to divest himself of his divine powers.  This was a voluntary restriction that Jesus put upon himself, and as a result he had to rely on the Holy Spirit instead of using the privileges and powers of his divinity.  This does not mean that at anytime Jesus ceased to be divine; he remained the perfect God/man, maintaining his “fullness of deity.” Christ did not lay aside His deity when He came to earth. He could not cease to be who He was: God. No person can ever cease to be who he/she is.  

The question is, “What did Jesus empty himself of?”  The passage does not give us the answer, although the context does give us some clues, as well as other New Testament passages. In submission to the Father’s will, Christ limited his power and knowledge. Jesus of Nazareth was subject to place, time, and many other human limitations. An example of this is the fact that he chose not to know the exact time of his coming, saying, “But of that day and that hour knoweth no man, no, not the angels which are in heaven, neither the Son, but the Father (Mark 13:32).  Johnny Pressley gives several attributes of God that Jesus willingly restricted while on this earth. Jesus left his glory that he possessed in his pre-existence and had the appearance of any other man.  Although he was transfigured (Matt. 17:2) and had the temporary radiance again he longed for the day when the glory would be restored (John 17:5). Another restriction that was self-imposed was the life-sustaining power of his eternal nature. Jesus maintained his eternality but allowed himself to enter into the jaws of death, God’s enemy (1 Cor. 15:6).  The restrictions also included his omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence and his divine authority.
 Jesus laid aside his right to experience the glory and majesty, and honor and worship of heaven as well as his right to appear in heaven as the Sovereign God of heaven. Matthew Henry has a brief but excellent statement of the fact: “He emptied Himself, divested Himself of the honors and glories of the upper world, and of His former appearance, to clothe Himself with the rags of human nature.”
  There is no doubt that on this side of Heaven anyone will ever fully understand the total commitment and sacrifice that Jesus gave when he condescended and humbled himself by wrapping himself in a robe of flesh.   

After Paul described the “emptying” of Christ, he now moves to the incarnation of Christ and in the next line of verse seven, he described what Jesus “took upon himself.” Again Paul uses the word “morphe” which is translated by the word form; Jesus took upon him the form or nature of a servant.  The one who was existing in the form of God took on the form of a servant. The word "taking" or “took” (labon) does not imply an exchange, but rather an addition. The "form of God" could not be relinquished, for God cannot cease to be God; but our Lord could and did take on the very form of a lowly servant when he entered human life by the Incarnation.
  In the Old Testament times, Christ had visited earth on occasion for some special ministry (Gen. 18 for example), but these visits were temporary. When Christ was born at Bethlehem, he entered into a permanent union with humanity from which there could be no escape.

By using the same word “morphe” Paul is emphatically stating that just as Jesus had the nature of God he also took on the nature of man.  In this one statement we see the union of humanity and divinity in one body.  Earlier the definition of the word “form” was given as the outward expression of the inward nature.  Jesus possessed inwardly and displayed outwardly the very nature of God himself and in the same way he also took upon himself the very nature of man both inwardly and outwardly.
  

The word servant in the Greek is the word doulos which means bond slave.   Jesus’ mission statement is found in Matthew 20:28, “Even as the Son of man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for many.”  The sole purpose of the incarnation was for Jesus to come to serve.  Servanthood was a consistent theme in the preaching and teaching of Jesus especially when it came to the twelve disciples. Not only did he speak about it, he demonstrated it in his ministry with the greatest example being when he “laid aside his garments and he gird himself with the servant’s towel” and washed his disciple’s dirty feet.  This was symbolic of the emptying himself of the divine attributes, laying aside his garment, and the putting on of the towel which was equivalent to taking on the form of a servant, humanity. Jesus did not pretend to be a servant; He was not an actor playing a role, he actually was a servant. This was the true expression of His innermost nature.

Paul turns his attention back to the humanity of Christ agian stating that Jesus “was made in the likeness of men.”  The word likeness is a different word than the word “form” or “morphe,” it is the word homoioma which does not bear the connotation of exactness as does eikon, or of intrinsic form as does morphe.  It stresses similarity but leaves room for differences.  Paul implies that even though Christ became a genuine man, there were certain respects in which he was not absolutely like the other men.
  Jesus was different in two ways, he was one hundred percent man, and at the same time he was one hundred percent God, and he never yielded to temptation, thus he lived a sinless life. Boice and Marshall believe that the word likeness is purely a reference to Christ’s physical outward appearance.
  In his full humanity, Jesus showed us everything about God’s character that can be conveyed in human terms.  Harold Wilmingtom waxed poetic when referring to Christ being made in the likeness of man saying, “He did, for a while, hide his heavenly fame in an earthly frame.”
  Paul used the word “was made” (ginomai) which means to become, a definite entrance into time referring again to the incarnation.

After describing the fact of the Incarnation and the humanity of Christ, Paul turns to the consideration of the depths of his humiliation.  The concluding phrase in 2:7, “made in the likeness of man,” states what Christ actually was; the opening phrase of 2:8, “and being found in fashion as a man,” looks at him from the standpoint of how he appeared in the estimation of mankind.  The word fashion is the word “schema,” which is the external condition that is expressed in the outward guise, speech, and look of a mere man.  To look upon Jesus was to simply see the appearance of a man, just that, nothing more and nothing less.  He was born and raised just like any other Jewish boy and went through the same rituals to manhood as others. As a result of this, his own hometown rejected him and the Jewish leaders would not accept his messianic claims.  Paul reminds the reader of the humanity of Jesus in this one phrase as he endured and had the full experience of life as other men would.  

As humbling as it was to condescend into the form of man Jesu took another step lower and became obedient to death, not just any death but the most shameful, cruel and despicable form of death a man could face, death on a cross. From heaven to earth, from glory to shame, from Master to servant, from life to death, Jesus humbled himself.  Jesus was not obedient to death, but was obedient and submissive to the will of his Father accepting death as a part of salvation’s plan.   The cross was meant only for criminals, slaves and rebels who were not Roman citizens and to the Jew it was the curse of God (Deut 21:23; Gal 3:13).   Crucifixion had been practiced by the Phoenicians and Persians and was taken over by the Romans. At a religious festival in Brazil, a missionary was going from booth to booth, examining the wares. He saw a sign above one booth: “Cheap Crosses.” He thought to himself, “That’s what many Christians are looking for these days—cheap crosses. My Lord’s cross was not cheap. Why should mine be?”
 The cross was truly costly in every way. 

Paul now changes the tone of this passage which begins with the crucial word, “wherefore,” which means “because of this.”  This word directly connects the two passages, with the latter being the result of the former.  No longer is Christ descending, he is now seen in his exalted position. God exalted and honored the one men despised and rejected. The exaltation of Christ includes his resurrection, ascension, coronation and glorification at the Father’s right hand. The phrase highly exalted in the Greek is the word hyperypsosen which literally means "super-eminently exalted.”  


Paul now turns our attention to the gift that was bestowed upon Christ, the name “Lord.” His “name” is not merely a title; it refers to His person and to His position of dignity and honor.

 "Lord," is the equivalent many times of the Old Testament "Jehovah," and supported by the thought of v. 11. Christ's exaltation is described clearly demonstrating this title and position of lordship in Acts 2:33-36,  

Therefore being by the right hand of God exalted, and having received of the Father the promise of the Holy Ghost, he hath shed forth this, which ye now see and hear.  For David is not ascended into the heavens: but he saith himself, The Lord said unto my Lord, Sit thou on my right hand, Until I make thy foes thy footstool. Therefore let all the house of Israel know assuredly, that God hath made that same Jesus, whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ.

Marshall points out that it is not clear if Jesus was exalted back to a position that he previously held or if he was given an even higher position.
  Could it be that since Jesus was openly and publicly humiliated that this is an open and public exaltation that Paul is speaking of?  This would tie into the honor/shame culture that existed in the Roman Empire and especially in Philippi which was a called “Little Rome.”  We see much of this honor/shame economy being played out in the founding of the church with Paul and Silas (Acts 16:14-40).  


Paul paints the picture of there being a day when God will summons all of his creation, angels, saints, sinners and the demonic forces, and the name of Jesus will be proclaimed and every knee will bow to him in the whole universe as a token of worship. Paul is referring to Isaiah 45:23; quoted also in Romans 14:11. After every knee bows, then all will echo the divine name that has been given and will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, no longer the servant that Paul previously described.  By no means does Paul imply by this a universal salvation, but means that every personal being will ultimately confess Christ's lordship, either with joyful faith or with resentment and despair. His exaltation included sovereign authority over all creatures in heaven, on earth, and under the earth and was the answer to His high-priestly prayer (John 17:5).  

Some commentators believe that the name referred to in this passage is “Jesus” and not “Lord.”  J. A, Motyer gives clear and concise reasons as to why this could not be true in his commentary on Philippians.



First, no name other than Yahweh (Jehovah) has a right to be called the “name 
above every name” Secondly, the movement of verses nine through eleven does not 
stop at the phrase “gave him the name . . .” but flows straight on to the universal 
confession that “Jesus Christ is Lord,” which suggests that the significant thing is the 
ascription of “Lord” in addition to the names already known.  Thirdly, verse ten is a 
pretty direct quotation of Isaiah 45:23, where Yahweh (Jehovah) having declared 
himself to be the only God and only Savior, vows that he will yet be the object of 
universal worship and adoration.  It is this divine honor that is now bestowed upon 
the Lord Jesus Christ.


By declaring Jesus as Lord, is again another affirmation of the deity of Christ. In the Roman world the Caesars began to be called Lord (kurios) only after they deified themselves and in the Old Testament Adonai is one of the great names for God as well as in other Jewish writings. 

"To the glory of God the Father" is Paul's closing doxology to this remarkable Christology. The whole purpose of Christ’s humiliation and exaltation is the glory of God.  
 
After all of this tremendous Christological language and exemplary description of Jesus one could easily be lulled asleep to the main purpose of it being given.  The Christian must take on the same mindset or attitude of Christ and allow it to be lived out in everyday life with the ultimate goal of giving glory to God.
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