Feb. 21, 2010                                                           Philippians 2: 1-11
Dear Lord, On this first Sunday of Lent, please go with us into our study of your wise servant, Paul. Help us to understand and apply his teachings in light of the amazing grace bestowed upon us through our Savior’s suffering. We pray in the name of him who suffered. Amen.

Emptied

 The apostle Paul didn’t know he was writing Scripture. He was writing letters to his friends, letters to his church friends. He spent his time planting churches, then staying around for awhile to teach.


 Then he’d leave for a missionary trip or he’d get thrown in prison somewhere. And he wrote these letters as a means to answer questions or address problems he heard about from those churches he left behind.


For instance, the Corinthians wanted to know if they could eat meat that had been sacrificed to idols. The Galatians were in an uproar because some preachers had come through saying they had to be circumcised. The Thessalonians apparently had some people who quit working because they thought Jesus was coming right back.


In all those letters, Paul told his church friends what to do. He was the pastor emeritus, and he wanted to give them his wisdom.


Sometimes he was gentle in his advice. And sometimes he was so mad his words practically screamed from the page. It all depended on what the problems in the church were.


But in his letter to the Philippians, there was nothing concrete that Paul was addressing. It was a gentle, loving letter. If there was anything going on that he was concerned about, it lay beneath the surface.


And there may have been … something. Near the end of the letter, Paul tells two women, Euodia and Syntyche, to be “of the same mind in the Lord.” (Phil. 4: 2) There may have been some disagreement or infighting between them.


In fact, if there is a theme in Philippians, this is it. Paul tells the congregation to be “of one mind” many, many times. Perhaps he feared they were pulling in different directions. We really don’t know. 


What we do know is he encourages them repeatedly to be “of one mind.” And he chooses to steer their minds in one direction with a Christian hymn that he places right in the middle of the letter. Please turn with me to Philippians 2: 1-11, and we will see how he includes this hymn in today’s passage.  
 
If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, 2make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. 3Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. 4Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. 5Let the same mind be in you that was* in Christ Jesus, 
6who, though he was in the form of God,
   did not regard equality with God
   as something to be exploited, 
7but 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. 


9Therefore God also highly exalted him
   and gave him the name
   that is above every name, 
10so that at the name of Jesus
   every knee should bend,
   in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
11and every tongue should confess
   that Jesus Christ is Lord,
   to the glory of God the Father. 

Paul starts out by urging his friends to be “of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.” Think of our Olympic teams in Vancouver right now. Think about ice hockey or bobsledding or pairs ice skating. They are not going to win without every single team member being of one accord, one mind.


Paul wants the Philippians to pull together like a team of horses or dogs in harness. One mind, one direction, one goal, one love.


What’s the opposite of that? Acting solo. Acting selfishly.

   
“Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit,” Paul says, “but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. Let each of you look not to your own interests but to the interests of others.”


Paul is articulating something that Jesus taught. A scribe once asked Jesus, “Which commandment is the first of all? And Jesus answered, “… You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength. The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ ” 
  (Mt. 22: 37-39)

Jesus distinctly related the two – loving the Lord and loving the neighbor.


Paul does the same thing. He instructs the Philippians “to regard others as better than yourselves,” to “look not to your interests but to the interests of others.”

Why? It is to follow the mind of Jesus. What was it Jesus said? “Do to others as you would have them do to you.” (Luke 6: 31)


His is the one mind with whom the Philippians should be in accord.


His is the one mind with whom we should be in accord.


Paul then launches into what we call “the Christ hymn” to explain the mind of Christ. And with this Christ hymn, we enter the Lenten season.

Lent is that season of the church year when we contemplate the season of our Lord’s temptation in the wilderness. For 40 days, we think about what he went through, what he endured as he readied for his ministry.

We may give up something in symbolic solidarity of the food and drink he gave up during those 40 days. We may think about where our lives are going, how we might prepare ourselves for ministry.

The final days of Lent fall during Holy Week, when we look beyond Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness and to his arrest, trials and crucifixion. All of that is encapsulated in this single hymn.


Some scholars believe this was an actual Christian hymn that Paul adapted and placed in his letter. You could see when we read it how it was formatted differently from the prose around it. We can actually see its structure.


And its structure is in the form of a chiasm. We have modern literary forms that are instantly recognizable. All of you would be able to tell the difference between a poem and a novel, or between a limerick and haiku.


Well, a chiasm is a distinct literary form. It stairsteps down  then stairsteps equally back up.


So in verse 6, the chiasm starts out with the statement that Jesus “was in the form of God.” This is the same idea we will see written about 40 years later in the prologue of John’s gospel. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God.” (John 1: 1-2)

The same idea is going on in this hymn. We start at the tiptop – Jesus was in the form of God. Before he even came to earth, Jesus was with God, Jesus was God.


But what does Jesus do with his exalted oneness with God? He “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.”

He voluntarily stepped down, emptying himself, being born in human likeness.


Then he goes down further still. “… being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even to death on a cross.” 

It wasn’t bad enough that he was born human. He accepted death – and worse yet – death on a cross. Remember: the cross was the lowest, most humiliating form of a loser’s death. The Romans reserved it for their most despised criminals. That’s the idea here.


In just two verses, Jesus has bottomed out. He’s gone from the “form of God” to “death on a cross.” Here we have the floor of the chiasm.


Now we start back up.


Verse 9 tells us that because of that death on a cross, because of that extreme humility, “God highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend…”  not only on earth, but “in heaven and on earth and under the earth.”      
      And finally, “every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is the Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”

 Here’s our hallelujah chorus! Here’s our amen! We’re back at the top of our chiasm where we started with the “form of God.”


We’re back at the top just five verses later. But what happened in between?


Jesus “emptied himself.” He gave away his “form of God” to put others first. He died on the cross because he wasn’t looking after his own interests but the interests of others.


That’s exactly what Paul is telling the Philippians – and us – to do. 
Empty yourselves of pride and selfishness and self-interest.

 
 Regard others as better than yourselves.  


 Let the same mind be in you that was in Jesus. 

Another way to look at this hymn is that the first stanza, the downward stairway of the chiasm, tells of Jesus’s actions, what should be our actions. The second stanza, the upward stairway of the chiasm, is God’s response.


We empty ourselves. We take the form of slaves. We humble ourselves. We take up our crosses.


And in response, God hauls us up to live with the exalted Christ.  

Paul was a great theologian, to be sure. But his letters were a pastor’s  writings, aimed at specific churches with specific problems. He knew nothing of a theology divorced from everyday living.


The Philippians were his dear, dear friends – among the best he had. And here’s the advice he gave to his best friends in the world: Humble yourselves. Empty yourselves. Look not to your own interests but to the interests of others. 


That’s not easy. We’re accustomed to giving out of our excess, out of our surplus. We assume we must take care of our own needs first. Then we can be charitable and help someone else.


Airlines encourage us to attach our oxygen masks first, then worry about attaching our neighbor’s. That’s practical advice, I suppose. You can’t help someone else if you’re passed out.


 It’s just not Christian advice.


  Like Jesus’ teachings – which can be incredibly simple and incredibly difficult – Paul is teaching that others need to come first. Only by humbling ourselves, emptying ourselves, can we adopt the mind of Christ.  

During my first year here, there was a man who had a terrible addiction to alcohol. He lived on the streets, and he had diabetes, and he began to get infections in his feet. Soon the clinic doctors began operating, taking off a toe, then another, then a portion of one foot. 


In between hospital stays, the man often sat in a wheelchair on our sidewalk. One day I asked him how his foot was, and he said he could use some clean bandages.


So I ran up to my office and got Neosporin and Band-Aids and gauze. I came back down the stairs and tried to hand them to him.


But a man named Alec, who also lived on the street, stopped me.


He said, “Rev, if you’ll get me some warm water, I’ll clean that first.”


I got Alec some warm water and paper towels. And he knelt on the sidewalk and unwrapped that man’s blackened, infected foot and gently washed it and re-bandaged it.


I wouldn’t have touched it. But Alec was looking not to his own interests but to the interests of others.
         That is the one mind Paul was urging the Philippians to reach for. That is the one mind Jesus is urging us to reach for.


Amen.
