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Journey	into	Joy:	Study	and	Meditations	
on	Philippians	

 

Self-Emptying	is	Self-Fulfillment	–	Philippians	2:5-11		 	
 
Overview 
 
Not only are the Philippians faced with persecution from without but also with division from 
within.  This becomes concrete in 4:2. Now, however, the Apostle engages in general 
exhortation to unity, giving it both a personal and theological ground.  First, there is Paul’s own 
appeal: “Complete my joy (2:2).”  Then there is the mind or attitude of Christ.  This attitude, 
when made real through the Spirit, releases encouragement, love, affection and sympathy 
(2:1).  For the sake of Paul and Christ the Philippians are to recover a stance of humility in their 
fellowship with each other. 
 
Scripture: Philippians 2:5-11 (NRSV) 

2 5 Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,  
6 who, though he was in the form of God,  

did not regard equality with God  
as something to be exploited,  

7 but emptied himself,  
taking the form of a slave,  
being born in human likeness.  

And being found in human form,  
8 he humbled himself  

and became obedient to the point of death—  
even death on a cross.  

9 Therefore God also highly exalted him  
and gave him the name  
that is above every name,  

10 so that at the name of Jesus  
every knee should bend,  
in heaven and on earth and under the earth,  

11 and every tongue should confess  
that Jesus Christ is Lord,  
to the glory of God the Father. 
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Self-emptying is Self-fulfillment  
Ø Philippians 2:1-5 is stated as exhortation leading into one of the classic New Testament 

passages on the person and work of Christ. 
o Paul begins by clearly asserting the deity of Christ. 

§ He was “in the form of God” (2:6). 
• He gave concrete expression, “visualization,” to the very nature of 

God. 
• As such God’s form is seen in Christ as the Father makes himself 

known in the Son. 
• This is analogous to John’s proclamation of Jesus as the “Word of 

God,” God’s self-expression or communication to us (John 1:1-2, 
14). 

• The unknowable God reveals himself in Christ. 
Ø Christ, however, did not grasp or hold on to his equality with God (2:6). 

o Unlike Adam, he did not seek his own autonomy. 
o He willingly gave up his position in heaven, emptying himself of his rights, “taking 

the form of a slave” (2:7). 
§ This renunciation meant his humiliation — he now expressed his divine 

nature as a slave, born in human likeness (2:7). 
§ The divine form then, was united to the human form (2:8). 

o Therefore, both deity and humanity reside in Christ and are expressed through 
him. 

§ When we see Jesus, we see God and man simultaneously. 
§ Since the expression of his humanity came in service (2:7), this meant 

humility and obedience (2:8). 
o Jesus shows us our proper position before God. 

§ Our freedom is to serve. 
§ Our exaltation is our humiliation. 
§ Our destiny is fulfilled, living in obedience to the Father’s will. 
§ All of this Jesus has revealed in his incarnate life. 

o The ultimate expression of Christ’s humiliation is seen in obedience “to the point 
of death— even death on a cross” (2:8). 

§ The Son was free from his own rights, his own self-exertion. 
§ So that he was willing to die the death of a criminal, abandoned on 

execution hill. 
o Because of his fulfilling the Father’s will, God has highly exalted him (2:9). 

§ Christ now has the supreme name in all of creation, that of Lord (2:11). 
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§ When the name of Jesus is heard, ultimately, every knee shall bow and 
every tongue confess his dignity bringing glory to the Father. 

§ Those who love him will bow in joy. 
§ Those who hate him will bow in fear. 
§ However the motivation may be, all creation will be unified in the 

confession, “Jesus Christ is Lord” (2:11). 
Ø In this Scripture Paul teaches the deity and the humanity of Christ. 

o He also teaches the Lordship of Christ over all creation. 
o At the same time, Paul gives us a model for our own humanity. 
o We are fulfilled as we renounce our rights and live in humble obedience to the 

Father. 
o Christ is both the motive and the model for our life in the world and our life 

together. 
o To have the mind of Christ (2:2, 5) means to follow his attitude of renunciation 

and humiliation. 
o We must then trust God for our exaltation in God’s time. 

Ø Philippians 2:5-11 is also known as the Kenosis passage. 
o Kenosis is the Greek word meaning “to empty.” 

§ It proclaims the nature of the self-emptying humility of the Son of God as 
he became incarnate in humanity. 

§ This is the true meaning of the Christian disposition discussed in last 
week’s teaching. 

§ Again, Christ becomes the motive and method of the Christian life. 
o “… in the form of God … and being found in human form” (2:6,8). 

§ Form = “essential nature”—he is the essence of God and became God 
among humanity in the incarnation. 

• Christ didn’t have to grasp (actually means snatch, clutch, or steal) 
because it was his already as God. 

• Instead, he emptied himself utterly of divine aloofness and 
poured himself into our humanity—he became one of us! 

§ Form = “essential nature” (same word)—he became the essence of a 
human servant. 

• He felt want we feel, suffered what we suffer. 
• He was not pretending or playing a part. 
• He revealed to us what life was created to be in self-giving, 

sacrificial love. 
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The Cross is Then and Now 
Ø The cross was in God’s essential nature before it was displayed on Golgotha. 

o It was not an afterthought, a result of circumstances, or an expression the worst that 
humanity could inflict. 

o God being who God is and humanity being what humanity is, it could not have been 
different. 

Ø What God revealed of God’s forgiving nature on the cross is still God’s attitude toward us. 
o That’s why the cross is the center of our faith in every age and in every day of our lives. 
o The Christian life begins and is renewed at the cross. 
o The cross revealed the way God loved from the beginning. 

§ But, in time and space, in “human form,” God revealed God’s forgiving love. 
§ Nothing can ever be the same after Golgotha—the once, never to be repeated 

sacrifice for our sins. 
§ God closed the door on our efforts to be good enough through religion or self-

effort. 
Ø We, too, have a cross. 

o The cross was the result of Jesus’ obedience.  
o The same is true for us. 

§ It means death to self-generated, self-centered plans and images. 
§ The cross means obedience to seek and do God’s will in all our responsibilities 

and relationships. 

Our Challenge 
Ø Our responsibility is obedience; God’s response is exultation (2:9-11). 

o Resurrection is God’s answer to the worst that life dishes out. 
o We are raised with Christ when we begin the new life that is eternal fellowship with 

him. 
o Death is defeated and no longer a fear. 
o Daily resurrection happens when Christ brings good out of the worst circumstances. 

Ø The cross will reoccur each day in our lives, but so will resurrection. 
o This gives us amazing freedom to live vulnerably and boldly. 
o We don’t need to defend, boost, or glorify ourselves—we can leave that to God! 

Jesus as Lord 
Ø God has called us to himself in Christ (2:11). 

o Our response is to make him the Lord of our lives. 
o That means to surrender all we have and all we are to the Lord. 

§ This is an act of our wills. 
§ It means seeking out his will, determine his priorities for us, and make the hard 

choices of faithful obedience (our wills). 
§ Discover his presence and purpose for every facet of life. 
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o Through the “name” of Jesus our Lord we have direct access to the limitless power of 
God—the same power that raised Jesus from the dead. 

 
 
Prayer for Authenticity 

Ø Gracious Lord, thank you for what you did for us on the cross.  We long for that cross to 
become real to us again today.  We accept again your forgiving love and ask for the 
courage to become obedient in doing you will in our lives.  We give ourselves to 
rediscover and experience the cross as the central reality or our lives.  As the Lord of 
new beginnings, help us to surrender our need to exult ourselves.  Help us to focus our 
lives on an exulted Lord and know that you will bring your perfect plan out of the 
entangled mesh of our own scheming.  We trust you, Lord, today.  Amen. 

 
Questions for Reflection 
 
The following questions are designed to help you apply the Scripture and teaching to your own 
life, to take personal inventory, and to share with the group what you are going to do about 
your insights. 
 

1. What two qualities of personal character and conduct are shown here to be supremely 
exemplified in the incarnation and the redemptive work of the Son of God?  What 
ground have we for hoping to be able to have and to express the same qualities?  How 
ought we to act in consequence? 

2. How does Christ change your understanding of yourself?  How did you view yourself 
before accepting him as Lord?  How do you view yourself now? 

3. What is the difference between humility (using your strength for the good of others) 
and being a “doormat”? 


