
“The Humility of Christ” 

Philippians 2:5-8 

(Preached at Trinity, October 30, 2016) 

 
I’m supplying these notes for the benefit of busy pastors who may be engaged in bi-vocational work, feeling the pressure of preparing to preach  

twice on the Lord’s Day while trying to balance full-time secular work as well as caring for their families. While the notes of another man are no  
substitute for personal study, I pray that these may aid in the process of preparing to preach.  

 

Disclaimer: These are the actual notes I bring with me to the pulpit, which I follow loosely. They are not designed for publication. While I try to  
make every effort to give proper credit to my sources from the pulpit, adequate citations will sometimes be absent from my notes. If anyone feels  

their intellectual material has been used without adequate citation, please contact me and I’ll make immediate correction giving credit. 
 

1. In Chapter 2 Paul is addressing the important theme of unity. In Verse 2 he writes, 

Philippians 2:2 NAU - "make my joy complete by being of the same mind, 
maintaining the same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose."  

2. Apparently, the Philippians suffered with the same malady we all suffer with. In our pride 

we want everything our way. We want others to serve us rather than serve. Paul put 

before them, and us, the Christian way. 

Philippians 2:3-4 NAU - "Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with 
humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves;  4 do not 
merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of 
others."  

3. This is insulting and demeaning to us because deep down we see ourselves as more 

important than others. But that’s because we don’t understand the true nature of humility.  

4. To help us understand Paul sets before us the ultimate model of humility. Gazing upon 

the humiliation of Christ should make us willing to humble ourselves before others.  

Philippians 2:5 NAU - "Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ 
Jesus"  

5. Beginning with Verse 6 Paul recites what was most likely an early church hymn. They 

probably knew it well, and yet they failed to consider the great condescension of Christ as 

it applied to their own lives. 

Jesus Christ eternally existed in the exact form of God. He was God.  

But Paul immediately sets before us that Jesus did not see His eternal equality with God 

something He would tenaciously demand to maintain.  

Philippians 2:6 NAU - "although He existed in the form of God, did not regard 
equality with God a thing to be grasped"  

A. The word for “grasped” is a`rpagmo,j – It refers to something to be seized. It is a 

hapex legomina meaning it is found only here in Philippians 2:6.  

B. Although the noun is found only here, the verbal form is found 14 times in the 

NT. It is a powerful word - a`rpa,zw – It means to “seize or plunder or take by 

force.”  

Matthew 13:19 NAU - "When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and 
does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what has 
been sown in his heart. This is the one on whom seed was sown beside 
the road."  
Matthew 11:12 NAU - "From the days of John the Baptist until now the 
kingdom of heaven suffers violence, and violent men take it by force."  
John 6:15 NAU - "So Jesus, perceiving that they were intending to come 
and take Him by force to make Him king, withdrew again to the mountain 
by Himself alone."  
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C. Jesus did not see His perfect and total equality with God something to hold onto by 

force. Although He had every right to demand the worship of all and to be served by 

all He instead became servant to all. And this is Paul’s point in the text. Have the 

same attitude as Christ in our willingness to humble yourselves before others.  

Mark 10:45 NAU - "For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, 
but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many."  

6. What Paul says next has challenged theologians for hundreds of years. Instead of holding 

on to His eternal place as the second person of the Godhead He humbled Himself. This is 

known as the humiliation of Christ.  
 Paul uses the verb keno,w which means, “to empty or to make empty” 

 A. The NASB and ESV translate the phrase well - "but emptied Himself"  
B. Other translations don’t convey the literal sense quite as well but they do express 

the essence. 

  Philippians 2:7 KJV - "But made himself of no reputation"  
   Philippians 2:7 NIV - "he made himself nothing" (& earlier editions of ESV) 

7. This doctrine has been referred to as the Divine Kenosis or Kenotic Theology. The 

question is, of what exactly did Jesus empty Himself? It is an attempt to understand the 

incarnation of Christ. There is much about the incarnation that remains a mystery. 

Questions abound as we wrestle with the eternal God becoming man—that Jesus Christ 

has two distinct natures in one person.  

 How do we reconcile the omnipotent, eternal God with the baby in Bethlehem? 

 How is it that Jesus did not know the hour of His return? 

 How could God be tempted. How could God die?  

8. Some try to answer these questions by concluding that in the incarnation Jesus gave up 

some of His Divine attributes.  

9. What did Paul mean when he said that Jesus “emptied Himself" 
 This is what I want us to consider this morning. 

What was it that Jesus emptied Himself of in His incarnation? This demands the greatest 

of caution. We must not deny God’s Divine essence 

 A. God is immutable - incapable of change  

He cannot grow nor diminish in His being. Whatever the Divine Kenosis means, 

it must not mean that God changed from His eternal essence. 

1. But in His humanity His life was one of continual change. 

  2. He grew. He went from infancy to childhood to adult 

He experienced joy then grief 

B. Whatever the Divine Kenosis means, Jesus could not have emptied Himself of 

any of His Divine attributes – He would have ceased being God. 

 Some have wrongly concluded that Jesus emptied Himself of not only His Divine 

status but also His Divine nature. This would be a departure from the historic 

Christian creeds and must be seen as heretical. 

Nicene Creed –  

“We believe in one God, the Father Almighty, the maker of heaven and earth, of 

things visible and invisible. And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the 

begotten of God the Father, the Only-begotten, that is of the essence of the 

Father. God of God, Light of Light, true God of true God, begotten and not made; 

of the very same nature of the Father, by Whom all things came into being, in 

heaven and on earth, visible and invisible. 
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I. He gave up His eternal throne.  

 A. In eternity Jesus enjoyed perfect and infinite dominion as God 

1. In harmony with the Godhead all things came into existence through His power 

Colossians 1:1 NAU  -  "He is the image of the invisible God, the 
firstborn of all creation. 16 For by Him all things were created, both 
in the heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones 
or dominions or rulers or authorities-- all things have been created 
through Him and for Him. "  

2. Colossians 1:1 also tells us that all things find their coherence in Him 

Colossians 1:1 NAU  -  "He is before all things, and in Him all 
things hold together."  

3. Our Confession declares His eternal dominion 

 LBC Chapter 8 – Of Christ the Mediator – paragraph 2 

 “The Son of God, the second person in the Holy Trinity, being very and 

eternal God, the brightness of the Father’s glory, of one substance and 

equal with Him, who made the world, who upholds and governs all things 

He has made, did, when the fullness of time was come, take upon Him 

man’s nature, with all the essential properties and common infirmities 

thereof . . .” 

4. He reined with majesty on high. This is precisely the state He has returned 

to in His exaltation 

Hebrews 1:3 NAU  -  "And He is the radiance of His glory and the 
exact representation of His nature, and upholds all things by the 
word of His power. When He had made purification of sins, He sat 
down at the right hand of the Majesty on high"  

 B. In His humiliation He freely and willingly gave up His throne 

1. The one who was transcendent, high and above our human condition came 

down to dwell among us.   

John 1:14 NAU  -  "And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us"  
  2. In lowliness Jesus left His place of majesty to enter a place of misery 

  3. The King became a slave.  

The One eternally in the “form” of God took upon Himself the “form” of a 

slave. Same word - morfh, 
Philippians 2:7 NAU - "but emptied Himself, taking the form of a 
bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men."  

4. The contrast between Verses 6-7 is infinite. It is the contrast between 

Jesus Christ being in every way equal with God to taking upon Himself 

the role of a slave.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4 

 

C. Jesus came in absolute submission to the will of the Father 

Philippians 2:8 NAU  -  "He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to 
the point of death, even death on a cross."  
1. For all eternity He existed in the exact form of God – He was equal with 

the Godhead in every way. 

  2. Now in His incarnation He bowed in servitude to the Father 

John 4:34 NAU  -  "Jesus said to them, "My food is to do the will of 
Him who sent Me and to accomplish His work."  
John 5:30 NAU - "I can do nothing on My own initiative. As I hear, I 
judge; and My judgment is just, because I do not seek My own will, 
but the will of Him who sent Me."  
John 6:38 NAU  -  "For I have come down from heaven, not to do 
My own will, but the will of Him who sent Me."  
Luke 22:42 NAU  -  "Father, if You are willing, remove this cup 
from Me; yet not My will, but Yours be done."  

3. If Jesus was willing to surrender His dominion and humble Himself before 

God and man how much more should we be willing to humble ourselves? 

How much more should we be willing to come down from the vain throne 

that we have established for ourselves? 

D. In the great mystery of the incarnation, however, Jesus still remained King 

  1. The Magi came offering gifts for a king 
Matthew 2:1-2 NAU  -  "Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea 
in the days of Herod the king, magi from the east arrived in Jerusalem, 
saying,  2 "Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we saw 
His star in the east and have come to worship Him."  

  2. Jesus affirmed it before Pilate 
Matthew 27:11 NAU  -  "Now Jesus stood before the governor, and 
the governor questioned Him, saying, "Are You the King of the Jews?" 
And Jesus said to him, "It is as you say."  

3. But the throne of Jesus would not be established until He fulfilled the New 

Covenant through His crucifixion 

 

II. He gave up His eternal riches. 

 A. For all eternity Jesus as God possessed ownership over all things 

  1. He was self-existent, full, satisfied, and complete. He had need of nothing 

  2. In creation He owned all things 
Colossians 1:16 NAU  -  "all things have been created through Him 
and for Him."  

 B. In His incarnation He surrendered His eternal riches 

  1. He was born in absolute poverty 

2 Corinthians 8:9 NAU - "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. Considering His eternal riches, for Jesus, to be born in a castle surrounded 

with all the world’s gold would still have been a state of poverty for Him.  
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  3. But Jesus was born into poverty even from the human perspective 

   a. He was born in a barn and placed in a feeding trough 

   b. In His ministry He declared of Himself: 
Matthew 8:20 NAU  -  "The foxes have holes and the birds of the 
air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head."  

c. Jesus entered the wilderness with nothing and endured without 

food for 40 days. We should stand amazed as we witness Satan 

offering Jesus the kingdoms and wealth of this world.  

Matthew 4:8-9 NAU  -  "the devil took Him to a very high 
mountain and showed Him all the kingdoms of the world and 
their glory;  9 and he said to Him, "All these things I will give 
You, if You fall down and worship me."     

4. The point for us to consider is this: 

If Jesus was willing to come down from His eternal riches, how much 

more should we be willing to humble ourselves and give up our worldly 

idols that ensnare us? How much more should we be willing to consider 

the needs of our brethren? 

"Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus,"  
 

III. In His incarnation Jesus gave up His perfection under the Law  

 A. In eternity Jesus was most pure and most Holy 

  1. He was born without sin 

  2. He kept the Law perfectly fulfilling all righteousness 

  3. And yet, He was born in our condition 

   This was the meaning behind His baptism.  

Matthew 3:13-15 NAU - "Then Jesus arrived from Galilee at the 
Jordan coming to John, to be baptized by him.  14 But John tried to 
prevent Him, saying, "I have need to be baptized by You, and do 
You come to me?"  15 But Jesus answering said to him, "Permit it at 
this time; for in this way it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness." 
Then he permitted Him."  

4. He knew the reality of temptation as Satan rose up before Him seeking to 

drag Him to perdition. 

B. At the cross the One who knew no sin became sin for us. 

2 Corinthians 5:21 NAU - "He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on 
our behalf, so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him."  
Isaiah 53:1 KJV - "Surely he hath borne our griefs, and carried our 
sorrows: yet we did esteem him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted. 5 
But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our 
iniquities: the chastisement of our peace was upon him; and with his 
stripes we are healed."  
1. As Jesus hung upon the cross He became the most vile human being to 

ever live for He bore the sins of all of the elect.  

2. He became sin and God poured out His wrath on Him.  

3. As we ponder our vileness and the infinite excellence of Christ should we 

not be willing to submit to Him? By Divine inspiration Paul writes: 

"Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus,"  
 



6 

 

Conclusion: 
1. As we consider the humiliation of Christ it is mandatory that we see it with regard to His 

human nature, not His divine.  

William Hendriksen – “The Son of God, laid aside all these things not with reference to 

his divine nature but with reference to his human nature, which he voluntarily took upon 

himself and in which he suffered all these indignities.”1 

2. And yet, Jesus Christ is one single person with the union of two natures so that the eternal 

Son of God has come down to man.  

John 1:14 NAU  -  "And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw 
His glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth."  

3. Christ was willing to empty Himself of that which was intrinsically His; that which was 

inherent to His eternal self-existence. God’s uniqueness is rightfully His. He has a right to 

be jealous of it. 

Exodus. 20:4-5 KJV - "Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any 
likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or 
that is in the water under the earth:  5 Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, 
nor serve them: for I the LORD thy God am a jealous God"  

4. And yet, as we consider His kenosis we must conclude that His eternal deity remained 

unchanged. Ultimately, the kenosis of Christ stands not in what He divested Himself of, 

but what He added. He became man so that He might become a humble servant.  

5. The incarnation of Christ was an infinite condescension, an infinite humiliation, forever 

an unfathomable mystery.  

 Charles Wesley wrote: 

Christ, by highest Heav’n adored; 

Christ the everlasting Lord; 

Late in time, behold Him come, 

Offspring of a virgin’s womb. 

Veiled in flesh the Godhead see; 

Hail th’incarnate Deity, 

Pleased with us in flesh to dwell, 

Jesus our Emmanuel. 

6. How much more should we follow Him in our own humility? 

Philippians 2:5 NAU  -  "Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in 
Christ Jesus,"  
Philippians 2:3-4 NAU - "Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with 
humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves;  4 do not 
merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of 
others."  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 William Hendriksen and Simon J. Kistemaker, Exposition of Philippians, New Testament 

Commentary, (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1953–2001), 5:108. 


