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The humiliation and exaltation of Jesus 

Philippians 2:5-11 

 

This morning let us look at the reading from Saint Paul’s letter to the 

Christian community in Philippi.  William Barclay once wrote of our New 

Testament reading that “in many ways this is the greatest and most 

moving passage Paul ever wrote about Jesus.”  Many people would 

agree, and Philippians 2:5-11 remains a favourite New Testament 

passage for many Christians. 

 

This passage, which takes the form of a hymn, has always seemed to 

me to be an excellent encapsulation of the profound pathos and tragedy 

of Holy Week, and also the exaltation, triumph and vindication of Easter.  

But Paul was not primarily recounting the events of Easter, nor was he 

at all interested in writing intellectual and speculative theology.  The 

Apostle Paul was a supremely practical man in everything he wrote.  To 

him theology and action were always bound together.  Any system of 

thought had to result in a matching way of living. 

 

The context of our passage is set by a verse in the preceding chapter, 

verse 27 where Paul writes: Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a 

manner worthy of the gospel of Christ.   This was Paul’s exhortation to 

the Christians in Philippi.  It was the way his own life was ruled, and we 

may assume that he would want it to be the same principle for our lives 

today.  Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of 

the gospel of Christ. 

 

The Philippian church was under pressure from a non-Christian and 

mainly pagan society which opposed their commitment to the gospel 

and their attempts to live faithful Christian lives.  The church was also 

troubled by internal rivalries and divisions within the congregation.  

(Sounds familiar, perhaps?)  Paul urges them on the one hand to stand 

fast with a common purpose in the face of attacks from outside, and on 

the other hand, to put the interests of other believers before their own, 

and to be marked by a spirit of selflessness, humility, and unity.  He 

appeals to the example of Jesus himself, who was rich, yet for our sake 
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became poor.  Jesus is the pattern on which the Philippians are to model 

their lives as they seek to live worthy of the gospel. 

 

Jesus, Paul begins by reminding the Philippians, was in the form of God, 

or as some translations express it, “in very nature God”.  Jesus shared 

the very brightness of God’s presence.  All that the Father is, the Son is 

also.  Jesus was and is equal with God.  This equality He possessed from 

the very beginning.  All the rights, prerogatives and privileges of being 

God were His.  Power, authority, dominion, riches and wealth were His 

in unlimited supply and belonged to Him by right. 

 

Paul goes on to point out that although Jesus enjoyed equality with God, 

He did not use this equality to His own advantage.  Instead Jesus 

modelled a completely different approach to handling power and relating 

to people. 

 

We know that in our own society people use their position, their job, or 

their status for their own advantage.  Whether they are politicians, 

leaders in business or education, celebrities, or just people with too 

much money, they are tempted to obtain as many perks and personal 

advantages for themselves as possible.  History shows us that this has 

been a persistent feature of human society.  Arrogance and pride are 

usually only a step behind this greed.  Jesus Himself once said to His 

disciples: You know that those who are recognised as rulers of the 

Gentiles lord it over them; and their great men exercise authority over 

them.  But it is not this way among you, but whoever wishes to become 

great among you shall be your servant.  (Mark 10:45) 

 

The greater the power, the greater is the temptation for fallen humanity 

to grasp at coercive control and self-aggrandisement.  A recent picture 

of the Russian President Vladimir Putin meeting with his advisors 

exemplifies this (see slide).  He is sitting at one end of a very long table 

by himself, while far away, clustered around the other end are his group 

of generals and subordinates. 
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Jesus, on the other hand, did not consider equality with God something 

to be grasped.  He did not please himself.  As an old hymn, addressing 

Jesus, puts it: 

Thou who wast rich beyond all splendour, 

All for love's sake becamest poor; 

Thrones for a manger didst surrender, 

Sapphire-paved courts for stable floor. 

 

Saint Paul had expressed the same idea in his second letter to the 

Corinthian church: 

For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He 

was rich, yet for your sake He became poor, so that you through 

His poverty might become rich.  (2 Corinthians 8:9) 

 

Jesus “humbled himself” in a downward movement which is staggering 

in its implications.  This downward movement meant Jesus becoming 

human.  It meant Jesus taking the form of a servant or slave, stripping 

himself of all the rights and securities that he had.  The downward 

movement continued with Jesus becoming obedient to the point of 

death – even to death on a cross.  Crucifixion was a barbaric penalty 

widespread in the first century world.  It was inflicted by the Romans on 

the lower classes including slaves, violent criminals and unruly elements.  

It satisfied man’s primitive lust for revenge and sadistic cruelty, and it 

was so dreadfully degrading that the very word “cross” was considered 

to be an obscenity never used in polite Roman conversation. 

 

Yet these are the depths to which Jesus went for you and for me.  Our 

response should be a joyful acceptance of what He has done for us in 

His death on the cross, and a glad surrender to him as Lord.  His actions 

show us what He is really like.  They reveal what true humility is like. 

 

God’s response to this self-humbling shows us in turn what God is like.  

In a total reversal of the values of this world, the Father exalts Jesus to 

the highest place.  Perhaps this should not surprise us!  Again and again 

throughout Holy Scripture God is described as the One who brings down 

the proud and the arrogant, and exalts the lowly.  God’s response is one 
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of vindication and approval.  God raised Jesus to the position of 

unparalleled honour and universal authority. 

 

God also gave Him the name above all others, the name of Lord, the 

personal name of the God of Israel.  The Father’s purpose in exalting His 

Son and graciously bestowing on Him the all-surpassing name of Lord 

was two-fold: that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, and, 

every tongue should acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord. 

 

Is it possible to follow an example like this?  Saint Paul certainly thought 

so because he begins his exhortation with the words: Your attitude 

should be the same as that of Christ Jesus.  We might be tempted to 

think “it was different for Jesus, He was God and therefore He could do 

it.  The power of God the Father rested on Him in fullest measure.” 

 

But consider this; we already know God’s comfort and salvation in 

Christ.  We have experienced this consoling love for us.  We have been 

blessed through the gracious ministry of the Holy Spirit in our hearts and 

lives.  If, in this knowledge we do heed the Apostle’s injunction: 

Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the 

gospel of Christ, will not the quality of our congregational life truly be a 

foretaste of heaven, and will not our outreach to and concern for our 

non-Christian neighbours mirror the self-giving love of the Lord Jesus? 

 

This Passiontide we will kneel before the Cross.  We will feel its weight, 

and acknowledge its pain.  We need to do this in order to be fully aware 

of what Our Lord has suffered for each one of us.  But we will not 

remain there.  For we also know that we will rise with Christ, and on 

that glorious Easter morning walk with Him into the dawn of a new day. 


