The Most Important Decision Ever

Philippians 2:5-11

I invite you now to come with me into the very center of the Christian faith. And I invite you to do so through a text of Scripture with which you are no doubt very familiar

The text is Philippians 2:5-11. Because of its rich vocabulary and poetic and rhythmic style, many scholars argue that what we have in this text is an early Christian hymn. 
If you have your Bibles, please open them to Philippians 2:5-11. And then, if you are able, please stand for the reading of this majestic text.
Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 
Who, being in very nature God, 
did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 
but made himself nothing, 
taking the very nature of a servant, 
being made in human likeness. 
And being found in appearance as a man, 
he humbled himself 
and became obedient to death— 
even death on a cross!

[What we expect there is the word but. We expect But God. Instead       it's therefore]

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place 
and gave him the name that 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.
The hymn can be neatly divided into three stanzas. These three stanzas depict the three major movements in our Lord's career, if career is even the right word to use. The first stanza, 2:6-7a, sings of Jesus' pre-earthly existence. The second stanza, verses 7b-8, sings of Jesus' earthly existence, of Bethlehem to Calvary. And the third stanza, verses 9-11, sings of Jesus' post-earthly existence, of a time after Bethlehem and Calvary up to the present and on into the future. 
It is the Pauline description of Salvation history. From Heaven to Earth, Earth to the grave, and from the grave to the sky, as our contemporary chorus says. 

Now, the fundamental affirmation sung by the hymn is this. This whole story, this three fold movement turns on a decision. It all emerges from a decision that Christ Jesus made in his pre-earthly state. It is the most important decision ever. The hymn sings, verse 6, "He did not regard," or better, "He did not consider." The whole of salvation history flows from that decision. "He did not consider" is the driving force of history. "He did not consider" is that light in which everything else needs to be understood.

Rather than a movement to describe this person, Jesus Christ, let’s use his titles as reflected from our text—

I The Eternal Son. 

Paul makes a stupendous claim for Jesus.  He was someone, he writes, “who, being in very nature God,…  Jesus was and is and always will be God.   These words look back to our Lord’s pre-incarnate existence as the second person of the Trinity.  He did not come into being at Bethlehem, he already was from all eternity.  John begins his Gospel with a confirmation of this claim.   John 1:1,2  In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning.
Here we reach beyond time and matter.  The concept is beyond human understanding.  We can only but join Paul in his doxology of praise in 1 Tim. 1:17. Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. 16But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life. 17Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever. Amen. 
But not only is Jesus by very nature God, he is God’s equal.  He has all the attributes of God, He is the very revelation of God, in Christ the invisible God became visible.

This is amazing but there is more to come.  We are told, though he was in the nature and form God. – He “did not consider equality with God something to be grasped…”

He did not consider. "Let this same mind be in you which was in Christ Jesus, who though He was in the form of God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped." He did not consider. He did not consider. He did not consider. He made a decision.
Everything in the Christian story turns on that decision. And the nature of that decision turns on the meaning of this word, translated something to be grasped. The word is harpagma. Now, research on this word is very challenging because this is the only place in the New Testament where the apostle Paul uses the term, and in Greek literature it's hardly used at all. Many versions of the Bible rendered it "something to be grasped," but newer versions are rendering it "something to be exploited." I think the NRSV has that. Why the shift from "something to be grasped" to "something to be exploited"? 

The word Paul uses, harpagma, does not mean "something to be grasped," (physical usage) but rather "something to seize upon," in the sense of something to take advantage of. (Such as he seized upon the idea). That's how the word is to be translated—something to take advantage of. The hymn is declaring that in his pre-earthly state, Jesus Christ did not consider equality with God something to take advantage of, something to be exploited, but emptied himself, made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, a slave. Jesus did not grasp his rights, privileges and glory as something to be exploited or used only for his advantage, but he made himself nothing.  

"He did not consider equality with God to be…." He did not consider equality with God to be X; he considered equality with God to be Y. 

I struggle to find the words to articulate this. He did not consider equality with God something to take advantage of. He considered equality with God to be self-emptying servanthood. The Son of God, who from all eternity possesses the form (essence) of God, who from all eternity is equal with God the Father, also understands being God in terms of incarnation, servanthood, and crucifixion. The Son of God, who from all eternity possesses the form of God, who from all eternity is equal with God the Father, understands that the best way to express being God is through a cradle, a towel, and a cross.  He did not consider… my friends is the most important decision not in history but in eternity and it was the moment in which God ordained he would stand up for those who could not do so themselves, humanity.  You and me.  We would not be here today were it not for that decision. Before time began, Christ revealed in his decision he was a gracist and would stand up for the needy.  He did not consider….

What was his by right was released as he chose to do the will of his father in following his destiny in the incarnation and humiliation of the cross.  What stems from this incredible decision is the matchless story of the amazing humility of the LJC.  Paul moves on to describe how Jesus voluntarily stepped down from the throne of Heaven to the Cross of Calvary as the Eternal Son became

II The Emptied Servant.
Paul writes “but made him self nothing”.  NASV  emptied himself.  Let’s be clear about this.  Though there has been much theological discussion about what this means – he made himself nothing, he emptied himself.  It does not mean – He laid aside his deity, he abandoned his essence, his being as God, he was anything other than God after as Paul puts it, taking the very nature of a servant.

Whatever making himself nothing means, Paul is telling us Christ Jesus was never unGod.  The word “being” in v.5 is a rather less common word for being.  It is a word which describes the inner essence of a person.  That part of a personhood that cannot change.  The innate unchangeable charteristics of a personhood.  Steadman **

When Christ made himself nothing, Paul would have regarded it as impossible for him  to surrender his divine nature.  No more possible than you deciding to change your essence as a human being to a horse, cow or chicken.  He did not change his essence as God when he became a man.  Hang in there with me on this.
When you start to string these thoughts of Paul together, Did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, did not see it as a prize to be clutched and retained at all cost, as only for his own advantage, with the idea he emptied himself made himself nothing…you begin to glimpse into the mystery and magnificence of this decision and action.  Christ did not consider that being equal with God was taking everything to himself, but giving everything away for the sake of others.  “Precisely because he was in the form, the essence, in being God, he reckoned equality with God not a matter of getting but of giving.  What we begin to see here is that whatever one may think about God, about Christ, his true nature, his true character, his true attitude is not one of selfish grabbing, but open handed and open hearted giving.

This making himself nothing was voluntary.  He, as Paul would write else where, poured himself out.  So we can bandy about deep and thought provoking theological exercises and discussions, of what Jesus emptied himself of, but the mystery and magnificence which I believe Paul wants us to see and understand is that Christ , who was in very nature God, did not reckon such nature to be characterized by taking, but by giving.  A pouring out of his fullness to enrich others.  Christ poured himself out fully and totally at the disposal of God the father and for the need of humanity.  
Notice the phrase in v. 7, made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  From Creator to commoner.  Not just any commoner, but a servant.  This particular word for servant is one of two found in greek.  One form is a voluntary servant who hires himself out and has great control of his life, the other form is doulos or slave.  That is the form we find here.  A slave who serves in poverty, has no rights and is under the control of the master totally and completely.  He became the lowest of the low, the poorest of the poor.
It is by taking on the form of a servant and a man that Christ emptied himself.  Not abandoning the divine attributes or nature, that is his form/essence/nature as God, but by taking something to himself, the manner of a human being, the nature of a human being, even to the extent of a slave.  Though fully God and ruler of all, he also accepted the nature of humanity.  And obviously Paul is telling us with the purpose being to serve.  He became the servant of Heaven and in so doing the savior of the world.  

These two phrases taken together express how Jesus both emptied himself and poured himself out.  This is his true humanity. ** Steadman **
Christ took to himself voluntarily the attributes of a man and the position of a slave, without advantage, with no rights or privileges of his own, for the express purpose of placing himself completely at the service of God his father and all humanity.  And in serving humanity he served God.  In taking the essence of a slave he was acting in obedience to the will of God.

He was fully God and fully man.  This is the clear affirmation that the one who was God undiminished is also fully human. Both divine and human.  The God Man.    And although many attempts through history have sought to explain this mystery, it cannot be explained.  It is a paradox.  The scriptures do not explain the how, only the fact that it is.  What is clear is that this one called Christ Jesus is fully God and fully man.  The mystery and magnificence of it all.

And Paul goes on to say being in human servant form, he humbled himself.  His entire life was in devotion to the will of the Father and the acceptance of our human limitations.  As a man he did not strive for some pinnacle of human achievement.  Rather his whole life was characterized by self surrender, self renunciation, self sacrifice becoming obedient unto death. 

Jesus never rebelled against the humblest of surroundings of his birth, reviled that he live in a despised Nazareth, never complained against the limitations of his surroundings, never showed resentment toward his lowly circumstances.  No wonder Paul says we are to have the same mind, attitude and perspective of Christ.  What a picture for us who get so irritated at the things of our lives which go against the grain, against our desires.  
Yet note the depth of his humility.  Obedient to death.  This is a sure indication of his humility, his obedience, his love of God and creation.  For ordinary men and women death is a necessity.  We can try to put it off, but father time bears all his sons and daughters away.  But Jesus alone could make the choice.  He chose death as his destiny and he did so out of his love for the Father and for you and me.  He was not some passive victim.  Some victim of a miscarriage of human injustice.  It was his choice.  He is the one who said no one takes my life, I lay it down of my own accord.

Even death on a cross.  From the moment of his incarnation the shadow of the cross fell across his manger.  The cross was Christ’s ultimate yes to God and to man’s need for a savior to stand up for man as he was unable to do so for himself.  It was the ultimate self giving and service to people.  This unusually cruel death reserved only for the vilest was the ultimate degradation and with these words Paul brings us to the lowest point of the journey of Jesus Christ.  The final chapter of his humilty and obedience and service.

And in these 3 verses we affirm He who was in his essence God, was equal with God, emptied himself, humbled himself, surrendered himself to a criminals death, not for his sake but to fulfill the will of the Father and to serve humanity’s need for a savior.
This was and is the mind of Christ that Paul asks us to have, a mind determined to follow the father’s will, to hold nothing back, to fulfill the will of God for our lives through humility, obedience, and service.  

So how does all this transfer from the theological to the living it out especially in light of Gracism?  Let me give you three concluding statements
1. Having the attitude of Christ means that a gracist says, “The world doesn’t revolve around me.”

I read a story in Reader’s Digest about a flight being canceled due to bad weather, and one solitary agent was trying to rebook all of the travelers whose schedules had become messed up. One passenger became impatient and pushed his way to the front and slammed his ticket down on the counter. He said, “I have to be on this flight, and it has to be first class!” 

The agent politely said, “I’m sorry, sir. I’ll help as soon as I can, but I have to take care of these other people first.” 

The man became angry and shouted, “Do you have any idea who I am?” 

Without hesitating, the agent picked up the loud speaker microphone and said to the hundreds of people in the terminal, “May I have your attention, please? We have a passenger here at the gate who does not know who he is. If anyone can help him find his identity, please come to the gate.” The man backed off, and the crowd of people burst into applause.

Regardless of who that man was—whether he was rich, or famous, or a little bit of both— he certainly thought the world revolved around him at least at the terminal that day. It’s hard to respect someone who considers themselves the most important person in the room, and who puts their needs ahead of everyone else. Compare his attitude with the attitude of Jesus...

(v. 5) Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped.
In other words, Jesus refused to act like the world revolved around him. It’s interesting that this should be his attitude, since the word really does revolve around him, and he really is the center of the universe...

Jesus is the crown of creation. This is his world. He created it. Of all that exists in heaven or on earth, Jesus Christ is the most important—but that’s not how he acted when he was on earth. Instead, his attitude has always been, “Others come first.” We have a tendency to demand our rights and think only of our own needs. Jesus is just the opposite.

2. Having the attitude of Christ means that a gracist says, “I will help wherever I’m needed.”
(v.7)...but made Himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant.
He is referred to as a servant. His purpose for being here was to serve, not to be served. He also said that no servant is greater than his master. If our master came to be a servant, our calling is to be a servant, too. We should always be looking for opportunities to serve.

Albert Einstein was no doubt inspired by the words of Albert Schweitzer: “I don’t know what your destiny will be, but one thing I know, the only ones among you who will be really happy are those who have sought and found how to serve.”

Jesus’ attitude—the attitude that we are to have—is that of a servant. He said, 

“…Whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave—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 20:26-28)
There are three possible attitudes you can have when you serve somebody. One is reaching up—a sort of ingratiatory attitude that says, “I’m doing this so you will like me.” The second is reaching down—a condescending attitude that says, “I’m doing this because I’m better than you.” The third attitude, the one that is like the attitude of Christ, is reaching out—it says I’m doing this because you’re my brother. 

3. Having the attitude of Christ means that a gracist says, “If I have to suffer for what is right, I will.”
(v.9)...He humbled Himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross!
Being obedient was the most important thing to Jesus. He was never afraid of the consequences of doing good. He made enemies among the Pharisees when he healed people on the Sabbath. Ultimately it cost him his life, but it didn’t keep him from doing what he knew was right.

In 1933 a German theologian and pastor named Dietrich Bonhoeffer created a lifelong enemy when, during a live radio broadcast, he denounced an ambitious young politician named Adolf Hitler. After Hitler came to power, Bonhoeffer was banned from speaking, writing, or lecturing. By then he had written two books that had given him an international reputation as a bold and daring Christian thinker. In 1939, during a visit to the United States, he was invited to stay and teach. The offer was an attractive one. He certainly would have been able to enjoy a level of popularity, prosperity, and freedom that he couldn’t have in Germany. Instead, Bonhoeffer went back home. He said that he must, because his place was with his own countrymen during this difficult time. He spent the next four years teaching, secretly working against Nazism, and helping to smuggle Jews out of Germany. Eventually, he was arrested for his subversive activities and sent to prison. Just weeks before the end of the war, he was executed for his having stood up for and spoken out for those who could not stand up for themselves.
It seemed so simple. All he had to do was stay in America when he had the chance. All he had to do was keep his opinions about Hitler to himself. He could have had a good life—but he refused to ignore the task that God had called him to do. He knew his responsibility was to go back to Germany and help those being oppressed by the Third Reich. This man understood what it really meant to have the attitude of Christ. As far as Dietrich Bonhoeffer was concerned, being helpful was more important than being comfortable.  Being a servant more important than keeping that which was his.  
Humility, Obedience and Service are the marks of a gracist.  They are to be the marks of our attitude because they were the marks of our Savior’s attitude.  Paul writes, “your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus”.

III. The Exalted Lord vv.9-11
Read the final 3 verses together
