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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

Lots of people don’t know this, but the epistle we read today is 

just about the oldest surviving Christian hymn. It doesn’t strike us 

as a hymn because it’s not metrical. It doesn’t have rhythmic lines 

and verses that can be sung to a conventional tune like we’re used 

to singing. But the fact is that the kind of hymns we’re used to 

singing, consisting of several verses  with the same tune repeated 

for each verse, have only been around for about 500 years at the 

most. In fact most of the hymns we sing were written in the 17th, 

18th and 19th centuries, the most productive period of hymn-

writing in English. But you all actually know at least a few ancient 

hymns because we sing them in the liturgy: Glory to God in the 

highest; Holy, holy, holy; and O Lamb of God, all from the fourth 

to fifth centuries. 

Well this hymn that St Paul includes in today’s epistle, written 

probably around AD 60, less than thirty years after the death and 

resurrection of Jesus, doesn’t look very singable to us. There’s a 

very good paraphrase of it in our Hymnal (All praise to thee, for thou, O 

King divine, #477), and our last hymn today is based on it, but isn’t a 

direct translation (#435, At the Name of Jesus). The version that Paul 

quotes probably had a sort of meandering tune that didn’t have 

any repetition in it at all, something like the service music I 

mentioned. Yet it must have been on the lips of just about every 

Christian in Paul’s day, because Paul seems to just toss it into his 

letter to the Philippians without seeing the need to offer any 

explanation of where it came from. It would have been much the 

same as if someone were to start praying the Lord’s Prayer. You 

could all join in because you know it by heart. 

The earliest Christians had to have been singing other hymns 

besides this one. But only this one has survived from that period 



thanks to Paul. And it’s probably safe to assume that he chose this 

one because of both the profound truth it conveys and the 

profound simplicity in which it is conveyed. 

 Christ Jesus, though he was in the form of God,  
 did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited,  

 but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave,  

 being born in human likeness.  

 And being found in human form,  

 he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—  

 even death on a cross.   NRSV 

 

Like a lot of the hymns the Church has sung in every age, this one 

is a bold proclamation that Jesus is indeed God the Son, the 

Creator of heaven and earth. And as such, he possessed all the 

dignity, the majesty and the glory of God. Fr Josemaria Escrivá 

says, “Christ was God and he could not stop being God... 

However, he did not insist on this dignity of his as if it were a 

treasure... it was not something he clung to and boasted about” 

(The Navarre Bible: Captivity Epistles, 126).  He didn’t need to cling to his 

divinity for fear that someone else would grab it when he wasn’t 

using it, since no one is able to rob God of his power. So he set it 

aside.  

Out of love for his creatures, that immeasurable, unconditional 

love that God has for us, and that no human can possibly match, 

“he emptied himself.” That line has been misunderstood by a lot 

of people through the centuries, and taken to mean that he gave 

up all his divine power, and he functioned totally as a human to 

the point of being unable to do the things God can do. But there’s 

so much evidence in the gospels that this was not the case. He still 

had the power to heal the sick and raise the dead, to look into the 

souls of people he encountered, and know their condition or their 

need exactly, and most important of all, to forgive sin. So what 

does Paul mean by saying that Christ “emptied himself”? Fr 

Escrivá says that “Christ did not shed his divine nature; he simply 

shed its glory, its aura” (ibid.). 



He is God from all eternity. And from the moment of his 

conception in the womb of Mary, he became human also—not  

instead, but also—fully God and fully human at the same time. 

He couldn’t stop being God, any more than you or I can stop being 

human. But he could set aside his glory, or hide it. It’s sort of like 

how Queen Elizabeth used to put on an old overcoat, sunglasses 

and a scarf on her head and go touring the country in her two-

seater sports car. And at almost 93, she still drives! Most people 

don’t recognize her, but some do. She still possesses her royal 

dignity and her majesty, but she covers it up so that she can get 

out of the palace and meet her people less formally. The Son of 

God set aside his glory in order to meet his creatures face to face, 

and to become our friend as well as our God and Savior. Yet some 

people saw through his humanity and recognized his divinity, like 

Nathanael who was the first to acknowledge him as “the Son of 

God, the King of Israel” (Jn 1:49).  

He “emptied himself, taking the form of a servant.” The literal 

translation of that line is that Jesus took the form of a slave. That’s 

the lowest degradation of a person because a slave has no dignity; 

he is a piece of property, bound to do his master’s bidding and 

subject to the mercy of his master. Remember what Jesus says of 

himself elsewhere in the gospels: “the Son of Man came not to be 

served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mt 

20:28; Mk 10:45). It was God’s will that his own Son should become 

the ransom for the sins of his creatures. St Leo the Great, who 

introduced some of those ancient hymns we sing into the liturgy 

way back when, says,  

The emptying by which the invisible One made himself visible, 

and by which the Lord and Creator of all things willed to be one 

with mortal men, was a bending down in pity, not a failure of 

power. Accordingly, he who in the form of God was the maker 

of man, was himself made man in the form of a slave. (Letter 

28.3-4 in the Office of Readings for the Annunciation) 

But he wasn’t coerced by his Father to do it—he was compelled 

by his love for his creatures. In his willing humiliation and his 

obedience unto death, he reveals his unconditional love for us all. 



As he said on the night before he died, “Greater love has no one 

than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends” (Jn 15.13). 

And so, submitting both to his Father’s righteous will and to the 

will of sinful humans, “he humbled himself and became obedient 

unto death, even death on a cross.” For this he was born. His death 

was not the tragic end of a promising life, but the promised end 

of a life with that very purpose in mind. Even more demeaning 

than the life of slavery was death by crucifixion, because it was 

reserved for those judged to be the most despicable kinds of men.  

So we need to understand that there is no greater distance in all of 

creation, no farther descent, than the one from the throne of 

heavenly glory to death on a cross. And that would have been the 

greatest tragedy in all of creation, had that been the end of it. But 

it wasn’t. And because it wasn’t, the hymn that Paul quotes ends 

with the declaration that  

Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the 

Name which is above every name, that at the Name of Jesus 

every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the 

earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 

glory of God the Father.  

So this Holy Week what we all need to do is to take all this in 

once again, to worship with the Church, to listen to the passion 

gospels—Luke today and John on Good Friday—to celebrate the 

institution of the sacrament by which we are given a share in all 

this, to kneel at the cross on the day of his death, and to glory in 

the celebration of his resurrection. And after all that, we need to 

think long and hard about what difference all this ought to make 

in our lives, and how we as the Church of the crucified and risen 

Christ can share it with our neighbors who aren’t already a part of 

it. It’s a big challenge, but it’s not nearly as big as what he did for 

us. So every baptized Christian needs to be a part of it, for the 

glory of God and for the salvation of the world. In the Name of… 

a.m.d.g.: Ian C. Wetmore+ 


