April 10, 2022
[bookmark: _Hlk86919886]Philippians 2:5-11
Reverend Paul Lays It on the Line

##

HUMILITY
KINDNESS
PALM SUNDAY

##

SUMMARY
Some congregations, alas, are so contentious and full of strife and bickering that a pastor is lucky to escape. But the Philippian church was not like this! So why is Pastor Paul so concerned?

AT A GLANCE
Most pastors at the end of their careers can easily remember one or two congregations with fondness. So it was with the apostle Paul. He’s under house arrest in Rome. He’s been writing letters to some of the churches he founded, but that church at Philippi was special! It was a pastor’s dream … well, almost. 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s Old Testament text, see “The Greatest Teacher Ever,” April 17, 2011. 

Here’s a secret you know as a pastor, but a confidence you may not have shared with your congregation: A pastor loves being the shepherd of a flock that is happy, that takes its food without complaining, that romps playfully in the meadows of peace and tranquility, and that gets along with other like-minded ovines. We rejoice when there’s no cantankerous head-butting or self-pitying bleating. We love happy, peaceful congregations. And if you’re the pastor of such a flock, kudos and good on you, because usually the pastor sets the tone and leads the way by example as well as exhortation.
This is pertinent because, of all the churches to which the Rev. Apostle Paul writes, the church at Philippi was, without a doubt, the congregation that gave him the most pleasure. Philippi, after all, was the site of his first European convert. It was there he landed after responding to the “Macedonian Call” (see Acts 16). It was the place where he and his companion Silas were unfairly imprisoned and where the jailer and his family were converted. 
Today’s reading is from a letter to this beloved congregation — a very personal and touching note, all the more poignant because he is writing while wearing an ankle bracelet at the request of the magistrati of Rome, the Eternal City, the imperial capital. Pastor Paul clearly has a bond with these people that he doesn’t have with, say, those bickering and snickering, contentious and licentious Christians at Corinth.
But the seven verses of the pericope also suggest that there’s a small, niggling concern that the Rev. Paul needs to address, and in this short text, the so-called “apostle to the Gentiles” lays it on the line. He has to speak frankly, as we pastors sometimes need to do. When you’re close to a church family, when you love these people as you love your own family, you are very sensitive to undercurrents of dissension — to even the slightest disturbance and distraction. 
Pastor Paul saw and heard some stuff that he didn’t like. We know for certain that two influential women in the church, Euodia and Syntyche, who had labored beside Paul “in the work of the gospel” were not “of the same mind” (see 4:2-3). He addresses it head-on in this reading. In verse 4, he uses two imperatives: regard and look. Regard others as better than yourselves, he warns, and look to the interests of others as though they were your own interests.
He cites the example of Jesus Christ himself, and in so doing, formulates an astonishing description of the eternal Christ in his pre-corporeal existence as God and nothing but God. This text, the annual Palm/Passion Sunday reading, is a schematic of the life of Christ for the next five days of Holy Week, culminating in the awful, state-sponsored murder of the one person who offered humanity its only chance of redemption. These verses tell us how this week is going to play out. And for a while, it’s going to be ugly.
But then, as we know, there is a reversal of fortunes. The victim emerges victorious. He is exalted, invested with a new name, knees are bowing, and all of creation is confessing that “Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God, the Father” (v. 11).
Yet, there’s a problem. This passage is so powerful in its lofty christology that often the reader is distracted from the reason Paul is writing about the self-abnegation of Christ. It’s crucial to remember that Paul’s intention is not necessarily to go deep theologically, but to use the kenosis or self-emptying of Christ as an example that should inform Christian behavior!
How then does the self-emptying of Christ serve as a template for us mortal, fallible Christians? 
First, let’s talk about the Incarnation itself that comprises the example. Then, we can look more closely at how this example works as a model for our praxis as imitators of Christ. 

The Great Divestiture 
Today’s reading is the great “self-emptying” or divestiture passage of Philippians and indeed the New Testament. This idea is derived from the language in verses 5 and 6: “Who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself …” (emphasis added.)
This is insanely mysterious and super-awesome, and no human intelligence can claim to know, let alone understand, what was said in the divine conversations that resulted in the decision to incarnate the ineffable. When it was all said and done and the cosmic dust had settled, God decided that God did not need to be just God. Therefore, God willingly “emptied himself” through some sort of incredible mitosis, binary fission or reverse osmosis so that the Being formerly known as God and God alone was now also known as a child in Bethlehem with the name of Jesus!
This Jesus, Paul says, had existed as God and God alone. Now he was completely Other, a combo God/Mortal, and, as such, this person, both human and divine, serves as an example for those times when we’re going to need to do some self-emptying ourselves.
In verses 5-8, Pastor Paul says that the eternal Christ: 
· divests himself of the need to be only God in order to also be a human;
· discards the need to be Lord of all to become Servant of all;
· discards his exalted rank to assume a humble one; and
· discards his eternality as God to submit to death as a mortal.
In other words, the eternal Christ set aside just about everything that would identify him as a deity who was present at creation, in whom all things held together, and went tripping down the ontological ladder into the mess that had been made of the human experience. He humbled himself in the way that a billionaire who made her money in tech apps might be humbled if she lost all her money and became a box handler on the line at an Amazon fulfillment center.
Yet the transition from glory to gore was even more profound than this. A billionaire who becomes a box handler is still a human after this shocking tumble down the economic ladder. Her new condition is just a difference in rank, social standing or access to ready cash. When the eternal Christ became a human, this involved a ginormous morphological change. Christ became someone or something he’d never been before and would henceforth never cease to be. There was no going back. God had now morphed into a human known as Jesus, whilst retaining his divinity. It was an unprecedented union of the divine and human.
This, then, concludes a brief history of eternal time in which God became a human, a story to which Pastor Paul alludes in his efforts to encourage the Philippian Christians to make his joy complete (v. 2), and “to be of the same mind … that was in Christ Jesus” (v. 5).
How, then, does the christology of verses 6-8 help the Philippians — and us — to “be of the same mind,” to “do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit,” to regard each other in humility “as better than” ourselves, and to “look not to [our] own interests, but to the interests of others”? Let’s take a look.

Someone Like Us
You would think a person who was a human with some very special superpowers would have a hard time relating to mere mortals. 
But not so. Jesus was an extraordinary fellow while growing up. He was like “young Sheldon” in the temple at the age of 12, schooling gray-bearded Sadducees, Pharisees and scribes. He gave his mother a lot to think about. But he worked with his earthly father in his carpenter shop, perhaps in the way that Clark Kent worked on the farm and in the family store in Smallville, Kansas. 
Jesus did not go out of his way to use his superpowers — the “water-into-wine” episode, hogs into the sea, occasional exorcism, and calming of storms on the sea notwithstanding. 
Jesus knew how to work with his hands. He perspired in Joseph’s shop. He felt the oppression of the Romans who supported client kings in the area and occupied Palestine, a buffer state between Egypt and Syria. As a young man, he was well-liked, and no doubt most people in Nazareth thought he was a lad with prospects. He would make his mom and dad proud.
When he started his ministry, he met the first of his disciples at the job site: a harbor at or near Tiberius. Some fishermen were mending their nets. He said, “Follow me,” and they did. They stayed with him for three years. Others became part of this circle, including women. He scarcely had a place to call home. Sometimes he didn’t know where he was going to put up for the night. He washed the feet of the disciples before having a meal.
The Bible says that he suffered temptation, just as humans do: “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15). 
The text emphasizes Jesus’ humanity: “in human likeness … in human form” (v. 7). Jesus did not use his superpowers or his divine “otherness” to elevate himself above others. He was fully human, and this is how he was viewed by his intimates and the public.
This is a key point: in our dealings with others, especially those of the “household of faith,” we must always have regard for the humanness of others.
Although the Declaration of Independence asserts that “all men are created equal,” we know that we’re all very unequal in a myriad of ways. What this article of independence did not clarify sufficiently is that we are all equal in our humanity.
Jesus stepped into our humanness. He occupied a body. He felt human pain. He experienced temptation. He knew disappointment and sorrow. He cried real tears when his friends died, or when so many turned away. 
Jesus empathized. He had compassion for others that was so strong, it twisted his gut. He got physically ill.
This, then, is the example he sets for our interaction with others. We will remember their humanity. Before starting a fight with the neighbors, we will remember that we have not walked in their shoes. Before being judgmental, we will give others the benefit of the doubt. Before doing something hurtful, we will remember to perform an act of kindness. Before jumping to front of the line, we will invite others to cut in. We will always be looking for ways to put the interests of others ahead of our own.
This is the Jesus way. This is what Jesus’ self-emptying has taught us. We all have this in common: we are humans, bearing the imago Dei. 

A Servant to Us or for Us
Jesus “emptied himself, taking the form of a slave” (δοῦλος, v. 7).
Slaves in the Roman empire didn’t have a lot of self-esteem as a rule. True, some slaves occupied powerful positions in the homes of Roman patresfamilias. Such a slave might function as a manager of household finances, or as a paedagogus, or tutor, for the family’s children. But a slave was a slave. He or she was property and bound to the master by law. Penalties were severe if a slave ran away. He was bound to be obedient to his master.
Do we really think of Jesus as a slave?
If issued a direct command from a Roman officer, Jesus likely would have complied. Remember his controlled and modulated behavior with Herod and Pilate during his sham of a trial. His superpowers were still intact. Cosmic armies were on red alert.
But in his day-to-day life, although Jesus didn’t look like a slave, he acted as though he existed to serve others. He tried to explain this to the disciples. He didn’t ask his followers to think of themselves as scullery maids or butlers. Jesus never asks us to despise ourselves — just to honor others. “Servants focus on others, not themselves,” says pastor Rick Warren. “This is true humility: not thinking less of ourselves but thinking of ourselves less.”
In this way, Pastor Paul the apostle makes it plain. Please have the mind of Christ, he writes. Jesus took on the form of a servant. Jesus himself urged his disciples to be servant leaders: “The greatest among you must become like the youngest, and the leader like one who serves” (Luke 22:26).
Search online for “Servant leadership” and you’ll find that the literature on this topic in the fields of human resources, management and leadership is enormous. Five representative examples: 
· The Servant as Leader, by Robert K. Greenleaf
· Dare to Serve: How to Drive Superior Results by Serving Others, by Cheryl Bachelder
· The Serving Leader: Five Powerful Actions to Transform Your Team, Business, and Community, by Kenneth R. Jennings and John Stahl-Wert
· Multipliers: How the Best Leaders Make Everyone Smarter, by Liz Wiseman
· The Servant Leader: How to Build a Creative Team, Develop Great Morale, and Improve Bottom-Line Performance, by James A. Autry
And Jesus Christ: How to Come in First and Be the Greatest! HINT: Whoever wants to become great must be a servant, and whoever wants to be first must be a slave. (See Matthew 20:26-27, NIV.) Jesus himself explicitly identifies his mission as one of service: “Just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Matthew 20:28, NIV).
Here again, this is the Jesus way. This what Jesus’ self-emptying has taught us. We must be servants.

Willing to Die for Us
If you give your life to save the life of a friend or family member, that is love. Jesus said, “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:13, emphasis added). If you give your life for a total stranger, that is heroism: selfless and sacrificial disregard for personal safety. Stories of offering the ultimate sacrifice are rare, but they do occur.
One example is the story of Lt. Col. Arnaud Beltrame of France, who offered himself in exchange for the release of a hostage — a woman named Julie  — held by a thug on the run from police. He had barged into a grocery store and taken hostages, but after negotiations, released them all except Julie.
Now, Beltrame offered to take her place. The offer was accepted. But negotiations broke down, and shots were fired. Police stormed the scene, shot and killed the madman. Beltrame died the next day of his wounds. (See Antlitz referenced in Sources for a full account.)
According to French President Emmanuel Macron, he died a hero. Perhaps a saint. 
The Bible says, “Now, most people would not be willing to die for an upright person, though someone might perhaps be willing to die for a person who is especially good. But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners” (Romans 5:7-8, NLT). 
What kind of love is this when someone will die for strangers and sinners? 
Pastor Paul himself died in the service of his Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. He often referred to himself as a slave or servant of Jesus Christ. He rejoiced to participate — even in a small manner — in the sufferings of Christ in an after-the-fact sort of way. How could he complain, when Christ had suffered so much?
Now, in today’s epistle reading, he reminds Euodia and Syntyche and the rest of the Philippian Christians of the same thing. Jesus “humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death — even death on a cross” (v. 8).
Once again, this is the Jesus way. Jesus’ self-emptying has taught us that: 
· We all are one in our humanity.
· We are called to be servants.
· We must not be afraid to suffer. 
Following this template, we will be able to “be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.”
Amen.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
Antlitz, Kevin. “He gave his life for a stranger: A call to honor and self-examination.” patheos.com, March 26, 2018. Retrieved September 17, 2021. 
MacFarquhar, Larissa. “Extreme altruism: should you care for strangers at the expense of your family?” guardian.com, September 22, 2015. Retrieved September 17, 2021.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Isaiah 50:4-9a 
What Does the Text Say?
Today’s text comes from the middle of Isaiah’s astonishing words of comfort and hope to an exiled and mournful Israel. Here, we get the concept of a “suffering” Servant. His genuine pain and humiliation are made clear. The text depicts “the Lord GOD” acting on behalf of the Servant. First, God prepares the Servant for his mission and ministry. Second, God stands with the Servant when he faces the real suffering this ministry entails. The abuse heaped upon the Servant embodies three humiliating and debasing forms of punishment. The Servant gives his back where he can be freely struck without hope of protecting himself. He offers his cheeks, allowing his beard, a symbol of maturity and virility, to be plucked out. He does not even turn his face to avoid the ultimate sign of distaste and disrespect — a spit in the face. How the Servant manages to endure all this abuse is explained in the remaining verses. It is only with the Lord’s help that the Servant maintains his commitment to his task.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
It Was a Very Bad Day (Week). We’ve all had bad days, right? Not just bad hair days, but really bad days. Perhaps those days stretched into weeks. Maybe months. Some of us have suffered more than others. For some, it’s an intolerable situation at work. For others, it’s the crisis of a medical diagnosis or a death in a family. But when we talk about bad days, we understand. The Servant of this text is having a bad day — quite a few of them. The sermon describes just how bad it was. And then the sermon notes how the bad days were resolved. Twice (vv. 7, 9), the Servant says that the “Lord GOD” helped him. The Lord, likewise, helps us. In Jesus’ case, he — by any human standards — had a bad week. Recount the ways. In fact, he felt utterly forsaken. But God came through in a spectacular way that we celebrate on Easter Sunday. Although Jesus had a bad week, his “vindication” was “near” (v. 8).

Psalm 31:9-16 
What Does the Text Say?
This psalm, attributed to David, was obviously written when the writer was under great duress. He feels alone and forsaken, abandoned by the people, “the scorn of all his adversaries” (v. 11). Because Jesus himself cites verse 5a — “Into your hands I commend my spirit,” (see Luke 23:46) — the psalm has long been linked to the passion of the Savior, and thus is paired with the Isaiah 50 reading. The relevance of these texts to Passion Sunday is obvious. The writer clearly sees his problem to be God’s problem, and he wants God to take ownership of it. He explicitly declares himself to be in “distress” (v. 9), but, at the same time, he affirms that “my times are in your hand” (v. 15), and that “I trust in you, O LORD” (v. 14). Verse 16 concludes the psalm lection for Passion Sunday with a request for divine favor: “Let your face shine upon your servant” (cf. Numbers 6:25). The writer then expresses his hope of ultimate salvation or deliverance from the trouble or affliction: “Save me in your steadfast love” (v. 16).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Need a Little Help Here! From IMDb comes this review of the film A Little Help (2010): “Dental hygienist Laura Pehlke’s marriage has become dysfunctional. Because she drinks and smokes too much and has let her appearance go, she suspects her husband is cheating on her. When he suddenly dies, she finds herself facing her controlling sister and mother who push her into initiating a lawsuit she doesn’t want to pursue against her husband’s doctor. They likewise push her into sending her introverted, troubled son to an elite private school he doesn’t want to attend. Things get more complicated when she finds her son has told classmates his father is a dead 9-11 hero, and her brother-in-law confesses he’s always loved her, not her sister. Laura needs ‘a little help’ to deal with her life.” 
Some of the trouble in which we find ourselves is trouble of our own making. Yet, can’t we relate to the feeling of being in over our heads? Haven’t we ever felt overwhelmed? Haven’t we wanted to cry out, “Hey, people — anyone — need a little help here …”? Laura’s situation is a walk in the park compared to what’s happening to the psalmist. This lament is a cry for help. Yet, unlike Laura, the psalmist knows that his “times” are in the hand of God (v. 15). The theology of this psalm suggests that God will answer those who call upon God; that this, in fact, is what God does — deliver and save God’s people when they are afflicted by illness or enemies. God will hear us when we call for God’s help.

Luke 22:14–23:56 
What Does the Text Say?
As this text sweeps us from the Last Supper on through to the burial of Jesus, it is remarkable how nobody comes to Jesus’ defense. Disciples betray and abandon him. Religious authorities conspire against him. Pilate shows a failure of nerve by eventually condemning a man he knows is innocent. Luke’s references to Satan (22:31) and Herod (23:6-12) expand the range of players, both earthly and supernatural, that are aligned against Jesus as he faces the final hours leading up to his crucifixion.
Even Jesus doesn’t come to his own defense. He withholds his power to escape his capture, trial, sentencing and execution. Jesus answers questions from Caiaphas and Pilate by turning the crucial question of his identity back on his interrogators. He remains silent in the presence of Herod. On the cross, Jesus says nothing to advocate his release from punishment.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Passion of the Christ. This text is basically the screenplay for Gibson’s famous (and infamous) film of several years ago. And it’s a long text. The lectionary creators clearly didn’t expect the preacher to craft a sermon that would lift up all aspects of the text, but rather to build a message that looks at the “big story” and apply its meaning to us today. Today is perhaps a Sunday in which the duty of the preacher is nothing short of explaining that our Savior suffered, not only on the cross but en route to the cross, as he died “to save his people from their sins,” according to the Matthew account. Our response? Go to Psalm 118 (Liturgy of the Palms). Those who are rescued by a Rescuer usually have nothing but gratitude on their lips, especially if their Rescuer himself perished on behalf of those he saved.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

After a grueling day at work, a man plopped himself down on the couch and began wallowing in self-pity. He moaned to his wife, “Nobody cares about me. In fact, the whole world hates me.”
Without losing a beat, his wife replied, “That’s not true, honey. The whole world couldn’t possibly hate you because most of them don’t even know you.”
Humility begins at home.

##

The Greeks, and later the Romans … didn’t consider humility a virtue, but something shameful. Tapeinos in Greek, humilitas in Latin, meant something like “crushed” or debased.” Humility was embarrassing. Honor, philotimia, on the other hand, was prized and valued above all else. …
There was one kind of humility that was acceptable: humility before the gods. But that was a no-brainer because the gods could kill you, they weren’t really on your side. They had a lot more power than you. The same was true for the emperor, who had all the power. In this stratified, hierarchical society, found throughout the Roman Empire (including Palestine), you knew where you stood in the pecking order and you made sure you remembered your place. The Romans warned about the dangers of hubris, about having a “big head,” what psychologists call today inflation. The opposite of hubris, however, was not humility, but modesty (modestia), meaning restraint. Because honor was prized above all else, praise always flowed from lesser to greater. You never exercised humility before someone deemed equal or lesser than you. If you did relate to someone that way it would have been considered morally suspect, even immoral or unethical.
The Greeks and Romans loved to praise themselves in public and loved getting others to praise them too. The elite were in an endless upward-bound race for honors.
—Kenneth Kovacs, “Humility,” sermon preached at First Presbyterian Church, Catonsville, Maryland, September 27, 2020.
https://catonsvillepres.org/sermons/humility/#_edn10.
Retrieved October 14, 2021.

##

Alcoholics Anonymous would call Stage Six the First Step! Stage Six is: I am empty and powerless. Almost any attempt to save yourself by any superior behavior, technique, belonging system, morality, role, strong ideological belief, or religious devotion will not work. It will actually lead to regression. What the saints and mystics say is that some event, struggle, relationship, or suffering in your life has to lead you to the edge of your own resources. There has to be something that you by yourself cannot understand, fix, control, change, or even begin to deal with. It is the raw experience of “I cannot do this.” All you can do at this point is wait and ask and trust.
This is where you learn real patience, compassion, and forgiveness. I don’t know how else you learn to forgive other people until you see seventy-times-seven your own brokenness, your own incapacity to love and, in this stage, your inability to do anything about it except throw yourself into the arms of mercy and love (Luke 7:47).
—Richard Rohr, Daily Meditation for February 4, 2014.
https://myemail.constantcontact.com/Richard-Rohr-s-Meditation--Stage-Six--I-am-empty-and-powerless-.html?soid=1103098668616&aid=xO_x4uTbiqs.
Retrieved October 14, 2021.

##

Let’s clear one misunderstanding out of the way in case it still confuses anybody. In verse 7, Paul says that Jesus ‘emptied himself’. People have sometimes thought that this means 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. This is, in fact, completely untrue to what Paul has in mind. The point of verse 6 is that Jesus was indeed already equal with God; somehow Paul is saying that Jesus already existed even before he became a human being (verse 7). But the decision to become human, and to go all the way along the road of obedience, obedience to the divine plan of salvation, yes, all the way to the cross — this decision was not a decision to stop being divine. It was a decision about what it really meant to be divine.
Jesus retained his equality with God; the point of the cross, for Paul, is that “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself” (2 Corinthians 5:19). The point of verses 6 and 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 him to the course he took: of becoming human, of becoming Israel’s anointed representative, of dying under the weight of the world’s evil. This is what it meant to be equal with God. As you look at the incarnate son of God dying on the cross 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.
—N.T. Wright, Paul for Everyone: The Prison Letters: Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon (SPCK, 2004), 102–103.

##

Clearly then, the passage is to be taken as a whole, not fragmented into lessons to be learned, examples to be followed. Whoever engages in that practice not only makes of it what Paul does not but can get caught by the exercise in an ethical snag. Moralizing on the hymn can lead to a formula for self-aggrandizement: Humble yourself now and eventually you will be number one. Contrary to the entire discussion, such thinking turns the text into a strategy for advancement and the gospel of Jesus Christ offers success and room at the top. Last now, first later! That is brief enough to fit on the lapel button of a smiling usher. A careful reading of the hymn, however, makes it clear that Christ emptied self, served, and died — without promise of reward. The extraordinary fact of Christ’s act was that at the cross the future was apparently closed. As Karl Barth has expressed it, the door was locked; his obedient service came at the bitter end (The Epistle to the Philippians, pp. 59–60). The grave of Christ was a cave, not a tunnel. Christ acted in our behalf without view of gain. That is precisely what God has exalted and vindicated: self-denying service for others to the point of death with no claim of return, no eye upon a reward.
—Fred B. Craddock, Philippians (John Knox Press, 1985), 42.

##

I would suggest that “he did not consider the being equal to God something to be taken advantage of” provides the clue we need. A deity has certain privileges, powers, and prerogatives and a status, a standing, a rank above all others. In status-conscious Philippi, Paul is trying to stress that Christ stripped himself of his divine privileges and status and took on the responsibilities, limitations, and status of a human being, indeed of a servant among human beings, the lowest of the low. In other words, we should read this passage in a social way, in light of the given social order in Philippi. Just as Paul is not asking the Philippians to give up their Roman citizenship and the identity which comes with that in order to truly be a citizen of the heavenly commonwealth, so he is not suggesting that Christ gave up his heavenly identity in order to be a human being. What he gave up was his privileges and status in order to self-sacrificially serve others and even die for them. The Philippians are also to take on the mindset of Christ and so not view their social status and privileges as they have in the past, which should lead to different and more self-sacrificial behavior. Paul thus underlines the exhortation to not look to one’s own interests but rather to the interests of others (v. 4).
Paul speaks of a two-fold condescension by the divine Son of God. Christ became a human being and also became a servant among and of human beings. A dramatic picture of what this could entail is found in the footwashing episode in John 13:5–17. … For the Son to be truly human, he took on the limitations we all naturally face — of time, space, knowledge, power, and mortality. … But Paul also says that the Son took on the limitations of the lowest of human beings — of persons sold in a market, those who were the property of others, whose lives were not their own, who were under authority and went and did what they were told to go and do. “The Son came not to be served, but to serve and to give his life a ransom for the many,” to die the death of a rebellious slave in fact.
—Ben Witherington III, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Eerdmans, 2011), 143-144.

##

Christ’s triumphant entry into Jerusalem points ahead of itself to his death, when the subversive character of his kingship is definitively revealed. The crowd’s joyful cries of “Hosanna!” soon turn to angry shouts of “Crucify him!” The procession of Palm Sunday also points ahead of itself to that ultimate triumphant procession, in which every knee shall bow and every tongue shall confess Jesus Christ as Lord (vv. 10–11). This procession will not be like the uncomprehending clamor of the crowd at Jerusalem; nor will it be an exclusive, winners-only celebration like the Super Bowl motorcade.
Flannery O’Connor imaginatively portrays it at the end of her short story “Revelation,” when the protagonist Mrs. Turpin sees an enormous procession of “souls climbing upward into the starry field and shouting hallelujah.” Her wonder turns to shock as Mrs. Turpin discovers that all the people she considered inferior to herself are leading the procession, and that reputable people like her are pulling up the rear. The respectable types “were marching behind the others with great dignity, accountable as they had always been for good order and common sense and respectable behavior. They alone were on key. Yet she could see by their shocked and altered faces that even their virtues were being burned away.” Joining the triumphant procession to honor the crucified and risen Christ requires the humility to join the back of the line, to give up our conceited and envious ways.
As we wait for that ultimate triumphant procession, we honor Jesus best by exercising care in the human processions we join. As those who seek the same mind that was in Christ Jesus, we should beware of processions that exalt rivalry and selfish ambition, knowing that Christ has emptied those human spectacles of their power. We should rejoice in processions that exhibit humility, compassion, and a thirst for God’s reign — participants in the Montgomery bus boycott walking and carpooling to work, South Africans moving in long, swaying lines to vote for the first time. There we catch a glimpse of the creaturely glory God has promised us in Christ Jesus.
—Amy Plantinga Pauw, in Feasting on the Word: Preaching the Revised Common Lectionary: Year A, Vol. 2 (Westminster John Knox, 2010), 170-174. She cites Flannery O’Connor, “Revelation,” in The Complete Stories (Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1971), 508–509.

##

COMMENTARY 
Philippians 2:5-11
Although numerous debates surround Philippians 2:5-11 concerning its authorship, christology, structure and purpose, the beauty of this text has been universally recognized. The arrangement of the words, the presence of parallelisms and the rhythm of the syllables have led many scholars to dub it the “Philippian hymn.” Due to the text’s structure and vocabulary, many have considered this a preformed piece that Paul has inserted and perhaps even adapted. If it is a hymn that Paul has adopted from early church tradition, then the Philippians may have been familiar with the text. There is no way to know whether Paul is incorporating an entire tradition or only part, but it is certain that this beautifully arranged piece serves a function within the letter as a whole and should be interpreted in light of Paul’s exhortations to the Philippian church.
This hymn resides in a section of the letter devoted to exhortation and encouragement. In 1:27, the imprisoned apostle challenges the church to live in a manner “worthy of the gospel of Christ” and to be in one spirit and in one mind, even in the presence of their opponents (1:28). While the reference to the “opponents” in 1:28 is vague, it seems that this is a group outside of the church since all the believers will presumably be recipients of God’s salvation (1:28). The presence of this reference within Paul’s exhortation suggests that the opposition from without is fostering division from within.
After comforting the believers regarding his own well-being and relaying how God has used his imprisonment to advance the gospel (1:12-26), Paul warns the believers that they are not immune to the sufferings that now claim him (1:29-30). In 1:29, he reminds them: “For he has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of suffering for him as well.” Philippians 2:1-2 continues the exhortation: “If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.” We might paraphrase Paul’s plea: “If you have experienced these things (i.e., encouragement/consolation/the Spirit) in Christ (which you have), then act like it.” The believers are to act with humility and to consider others (vv. 3-4), and these actions will stem from like-mindedness.
It is within this plea for unity and mutual consideration that Paul inserts this hymn. Verse 5 contains the segue into the tradition and highlights what Paul wants the believers to hear in it: “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus.” Paul exhorts the church to think like Jesus. Only in thinking like Jesus will they ever be unified. If the following text is a tradition of the church, then the believers may have even recited or sung it themselves. Perhaps, they, like many modern believers, have placed the focus on what Jesus did. The apostle reminds them, “By the way, this is how Jesus thought.” Jesus’ thinking produced proper action.
While many proposals have been made for the structure of the hymn, it will suffice for now to recognize that the first half (vv. 6-8) focuses on Jesus’ thought that results in voluntarily humbling himself, while the second half (vv. 9-11) recalls God’s exaltation and granting of a name. In the first half, Jesus is acknowledged to be in the form (morfh) of God, but, because he did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, “emptied” himself, taking the form (morfhn) of a slave. There are echoes here of the sin of Adam who wanted to be like God — having the knowledge of God (Genesis 3:4-5) — and who, through his striving to be like God, was forced into a humble status. These allusions to the Genesis tradition are enriched by echoes of Paul’s teaching on Adam in Romans 5.
While the parallels with Adam are implicit, the drastic contrast between the “form of God” and the “form of a servant” is quite explicit. The form and equality with God are placed in stark contrast to the form of a slave and the likeness of humankind. Although much has been written on the meaning of the verb “to empty,” it is unclear what took place in this transaction of “emptying.” It is clear, however, that Jesus voluntarily took the role of the servant because of the way he thought. He did not count, reckon or consider equality with God to be his goal (v. 6). Instead, he took on a form that was not originally his own (vv. 7-8) and adopted that form to the extreme. He did not just die a normal death. He died one of the most terrible deaths imaginable — death on a cross. Therefore, because Jesus “super-lowered” himself, God super-exalted him (upe ruywssen). Ironically, though Jesus did not set out to be recognized as God, he has become the object of worship for all creation. Thus, in contrast to Adam, who was bestowed the task of naming all the creatures (Genesis 2:19-20), the Creator of all has bestowed upon Jesus a name at which every creature will bow.
In its current context, this familiar hymn now challenges the believers to have the same mind as the One whose actions they praise and whose name they confess. Having Christ-mindedness is a concern throughout this letter (1:27; 2:1-5; 3:15, 19; 4:2, 7-9) with Paul even using himself as an example to emulate (2:16-18; 3:4-11; 4:9). The apostle has endured all kinds of sufferings in the hope of the resurrection (3:11). In light of this hope, the hymn unites the saints in the shadow of suffering and offers hope that the God who exalted the Lord Jesus Christ, who bestowed upon this slave the name above all other names, will redeem their affliction and “will transform the body of our humiliation that it may be conformed to the body of his glory, by the power that also enables him to make all things subject to himself” (3:21). Thus, for Paul, it is imperative that the believers emulate Jesus by changing the way they think. The apostle concludes with this challenge: “Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things” (4:8).

CHILDREN’S SERMON Philippians 2:5-11
Show the children a yo-yo. Ask them if they’ve ever seen one of these cool toys. It doesn’t matter if they have or haven’t. Ask them what it does. It goes up and then it goes down. Up and down, down and up. Demonstrate. Explain that for the yo-yo to work, it can’t stay in your hand. You have to let it go so that it can go up and down. In the Bible, we read about Jesus. The Bible tells us that Jesus went down … and then he went up again! He was in heaven and then, because he loved us so much, he came down from heaven to be a baby in Bethlehem and grow up as a man. One day he died, but then God raised him from the dead, and he went up again into heaven! Do the yo-yo thing again a few times and say that Jesus came down to earth to show us the love of God, but he always stayed connected to God, like a yo-yo string. Jesus followed the guidance of God, which made it possible for him to stay with God forever. Close by saying that the same is true for us. After we follow God’s guidance and show God’s love to people on earth, we will be able to live with God forever in heaven.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Special Days and Times 
Palm Sunday
Leader: Open to me the gates of righteousness, that I may enter through them and give thanks to the LORD.
People: This church opens wide its doors and welcomes you in the name of the LORD.
Leader: I thank you that you have answered me; your loving acceptance will be my salvation.
People: This is the LORD’s doing; it is marvelous in our eyes.
Leader: Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the LORD.
People: We bless you from the house of the Lord.
Leader: O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his steadfast love endures forever!
All: This is the day the LORD has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it!
—Based on Psalm 118:1-2,19-29

Prayers — Special Days and Times 
Palm Sunday
Lord Jesus, you rule in majesty, yet serve in humility, and we do not understand the connection. In Jerusalem, people hailed you for your deeds of power but abandoned you when you would not strike down those who struck you. Now we see your humble weakness has proven more powerful than the deadly force of your enemies.
Show us what this means for our lives and the confrontations we face — in the marketplace, on the playground, in our homes, our schools and our offices. Create in us the desire to serve rather than to control. Give us the patience and serenity to overcome evil with good, rather than conforming ourselves to the evil methods of those whose purposes we claim to despise. Help us honor you the way you have honored us, by dedicating our lives to the care and redemption of all that you have made. Amen.

Benedictions — General 
Season the world with kindness.
Brighten the dark corners with hope.
Kindle joy in every heart.
And may the love of Christ forever strengthen you to be salt of the earth and light for the world.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Hosanna, Loud Hosanna
All Glory, Laud, and Honor
All Praise to Thee, for Thou, O King Divine
Worship and Praise* 
Hosanna (Hillsong)
Son of Heaven (Lake)
Mighty Is the Power of the Cross (Tomlin)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Palm Sunday, Cycle C
Isaiah 50:4-9a
Psalm 31:9-16
Philippians 2:5-11
Luke 22:14–23:56 or Luke 23:1-49
