Christ Hymn (Philippians 2:5-11)

This passage is the earliest Christian hymn that is known. It is generally called
the Christ Hymn, but it is also called the Philippian Hymn by some. Debate does exist
(as usual) about whether the initial verses in the Christ Hymn refer to the preexistent
divinity of Christ Jesus or not. The traditional interpretation is that they do. The
interpretation that they do not do so has emerged relatively recently from a broad
spectrum of theologians, from conservative to liberal. The traditional interpretation is
assumed here because a great deal of evidence supports it, the most important piece of
which will be summarized first. Then, the focus of attention will turn to the theological
import of the passage, based on the traditional interpretation that the preexistent Christ
Jesus was divine.

It must be noted that in the Christ Hymn the Greek word for “form” (morphe) is
used twice, the first time in reference to the relation of Christ Jesus to God (verse 6),
and the second time in reference to Jesus being a servant (verse 7). If he was a servant
in his essential nature, then he was divine in his essential nature also before his
transformation into a human being.

The message of the Christ Hymn is that the preexistent and divine Christ Jesus
emptied himself to become a human being (verses 6-7). Paul presents the emptying as
complete. Although far beyond our imagination, a straightforward simplicity is also in
view. Christ Jesus laid aside His divinity completely for our sake and became a human
being. He was born as the baby of a humble woman named Mary. Theologians
throughout history have avoided the concept of the complete transformation of the
divine Christ Jesus into a human being. Theories have been put forth concerning how
humanity and divinity inhere in the one person of Jesus Christ. Theories are not
Christian doctrine, but this has not stopped the program of theologians since the time of
the early Church creeds. One of these theories is kenosis theology which focuses on
how Jesus expressed his divine nature within the constraints of human existence. The
other theory is the theology of the hypostatic union, which is the effort of theologians to
set forth the doctrine of the dual nature of Jesus Christ as simultaneously divine and
human. The doctrine of the simultaneous divinity and humanity of Christ traces to the
Chalcedonian and Athanasian Creeds (451 CE and c. 500 CE respectively). These were
highly influential Church documents which codified the doctrine. In contrast to the
theories of kenosis theology and the theology of the hypostatic union, the Christ Hymn
is presented by Paul as a straightforward anchor for belief in Jesus Christ. On Paul’s
straightforward presentation of the complete transformation of the divine Christ Jesus
into a human being, the way is opened for believers to adopt the Lord’s servant attitude
for themselves. This is Paul’s point in the passage (verse 5). The stunning nature of



Christ Jesus’ selfless act of transformation to save human beings is plain to see. And
so, his servant attitude becomes the model for believers. In its simplicity, this message
soars above the theories of kenosis theology and the theology of the hypostatic union.

One wonders what the music of the Hymn was like because the words of the
Hymn are strongly sequential-- from the preexistent divinity of Christ Jesus, through his
act of emptying himself, to become a servant, indeed a human being, who humbled
himself, and died on a cross. The Lord marched right to his death (verse 8). The Apostle
John, in the prologue of his Gospel, corroborates Paul's essential message by saying
that the preexistent and divine Word became flesh and lived among us (John 1:1; 1:14).

The straightforward interpretation of this passage leads to a clear understanding
of the nature of Jesus the man, but the doctrine of the simultaneous divinity and
humanity of Christ is thoroughly entrenched in the Athanasian Creed and thereby in the
doctrinal statements of the various Western churches which adopted the Creed,
including the Roman Catholic, Lutheran, and Reformed churches as well as many other
protestant denominations. So, it is difficult for many people to take a step back from their
theological position and reconsider the teaching of the Christ Hymn.

A commonsense failure of the traditional view of the dual nature of Christ has to
do with the question of what happened when Jesus died because a divine Person
cannot die. Traditional theologians can chalk it up to sublime mystery, but such an
assertion gets very tiresome to people who are searching for clarity of thought in their
faith.

Conservative theologians as well as others in the conservative churches have
missed the boat on the Christ Hymn. The theologians have an overriding purpose,
which is vital to them, to harmonize OT monotheism with their view of the simultaneous
divinity and humanity of Jesus Christ. To compound the problem, it is very evident that
the doctrine of the dual nature of Christ in conservative theology, and indeed in the
Athanasian Creed, is inseparably linked to the doctrine of the Trinity. Theologians from
the time of Hilary (4" century) and Augustine (41" into the 5" century) have sought
vigorously to harmonize OT monotheism with NT teaching about the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Spirit. These two purposes of conservative theologians are concisely
presented by Carl F. H. Henry. With one stroke, Henry shows the inseparable link
between the doctrine of the dual nature of Jesus and the doctrine of the Trinity as well
as stressing the harmonization of OT monotheism, through the doctrine of the Trinity,
with the belief in the divinity of Jesus: “In the NT, God’s glory is manifested in the
incarnation of the Logos, bearing the express image of the divine in human nature.
Nowhere does the NT emphasis on the deity of Jesus Christ, or in its trinitarian
statements, deviate in the slightest from the uncompromising monotheism of the OT;
both Testaments deplore polytheism.” (“Trinity,” The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of
the Bible, \Volume Five, 1977, p. 823.) Theologians since Hilary (De Trinitate, c. 360
CE) and Augustine (De Trinitate, c. 425 CE) have become hopelessly lost in theories



about the doctrine of the Trinity and no way out of the morass exists other than to begin
by taking a step back on the Christ Hymn and reinterpret it in a straightforward manner.

Finding a true doctrine of God is also a simple matter. Theologians and others
only need to take a straightforward look at Paul’s teaching about the one God. The
apostle’s teaching is decisive and very simple. If one looks carefully at Paul's writings,
one will find repeatedly the identification of God as the Father. This occurs many times
in Paul. In Ephesians 4:6, Paul identifies the one God as the Father, and he does this in
the context of a deep meditation on oneness. Also, in 1 Corinthians 8:4-6 Paul is
addressing the problem of idolatry and the truth that there is but one God, and in this
context, Paul identifies the one God as the Father. He goes on to identify Jesus Christ
as our only Lord. Paul also at the end of his quote of the Christ Hymn completes his
words of the exaltation of Jesus Christ by identifying God as the Father (Philippians 2:9-
11). The Hymn also states that Jesus Christ must be confessed as Lord (Philippians
2:11). These texts, and many others like them, need to be taken at face value. Paul
simply identifies the one God as the Father, and his epistles are replete with this
teaching.

We will leave it to others to try to explain exactly how such esteemed theologians
and ministers as Augustine, Luther, and Calvin embraced the doctrine of the Trinity. In
the more modern era, Soren Kierkegaard and Karl Barth must be added to this list as
staunch supporters of the doctrine, all of them among the greatest intellects in the
history of Christendom. The power of tradition in Christianity is observed to be fierce.

Jesus Christ is now a glorified human being and the Lord of all creation. Every
tongue will confess him as Lord (Philippians 2:11). Theologians can explore the
scriptural teaching about the Holy Spirit. He is surely divine, but Paul clearly points to
the preeminence of God the Father in Philippians (2:11) and in other epistles as has
already been shown. The preeminence of God the Father is observed at many points in
scripture outside of the Pauline epistles including the Gospel of John which says that
the Lord asked the Father to send believers the Holy Spirit, who will be their Counselor
forever (John 14:16-17). Theologians should explore what the scripture teaches about
the matter of the Father’s preeminence.

Some may point to John 10:30 as a claim by Jesus himself to being divine. When
the Jews took up stones to kill him, Jesus calmly pointed to the miracles he had
performed and asked them for which of those miracles were they intending to stone him
(verses 31-32). The Jews replied that Jesus was claiming to be God (verse 33). Jesus
answered that he was only claiming to be God's son and indeed the Messiah, a man
who had performed miracles from God that confirm his identity as the Messiah (verses
34-36 and see Ps. 82:6; see also verses 24-26). Then, Jesus simply claimed to do what
his Father does (verse 37), and pointed once again to his miracles as the reason the
Jews should believe him (verse 38). Their response was still unbelieving, and they tried
to seize him, but he eluded their grasp (verse 39). No claim of divinity by Jesus is in



view at all in this passage. What Jesus claimed was that, as the Messiah, he had a
oneness of purpose with his Father (verses 34-37).

In the minds of many, the Lord's brief encounter with Thomas as recorded in
John 20:24-30 seems to include a clear statement, on Thomas' part, of the Lord's
simultaneous humanity and divinity, "My Lord and my God!" The account of the
confession, it should be noted, is found in John but not in the Synoptic Gospels, and it is
also John alone among the Gospel writers who states explicitly that the Lord was with
God in the beginning and was Himself divine (John 1:1). John's record of Thomas'
confession, at the end of his Gospel, is consistent with John's purpose of explicitly
identifying the Lord. The confession itself may be taken as implying the simultaneous
humanity and divinity of the Lord if the reader is already committed to that idea, but the
interpretation is not a necessary one and it is just as natural to understand the
confession as a dual statement of Jesus' lordship over creation as a man as well as his
glorious preincarnate existence as God's equal from eternity, both of which are
fundamental perspectives within the Gospel of John. It may even have been the case
that Thomas' confession precipitated John's own realization of the divine preexistence
of the Lord. John, after all, states explicitly that he is writing for the purpose of sharing
his own discoveries with others (John 20:31). So, John begins his Gospel with a pithy
statement about the divinity of the Word who was with God "in the beginning" using
language that alludes to the opening of the mysterious and brilliant Book of Genesis.
John also, at the end of the stunning revelation given to him as recorded in the Book of
Revelation, presents Jesus’ final words to him, “I am the root and the offspring of David,
and the bright morning star.” (Revelation 22:16.) This is in essence what Thomas
confessed much earlier, by the revelation that was given to him through the Holy Spirit
when the Lord appeared to him after the resurrection. Indeed, it should be remembered
that, before his crucifixion, Jesus gave his disciples detailed teaching about the Holy
Spirit (John 14, 16). Jesus calls the Spirit “the Counselor” (John 14:16, 16:7). He also
calls Him “the Spirit of truth” (John 14:17, 16:13) and says that the Spirit will guide the
disciples into all truth (John 16:13). What we observe in Thomas’ confession after Jesus’
resurrection is the outworking of the Spirit’s revelatory work in the heart and mind of
Thomas, because in the moments just prior to his confession, Thomas was refusing to
believe that the Lord had been seen by the disciples (John 20:25). Suddenly, Thomas’
understanding of the Lord even exceeded that of the other disciples; he understood
Jesus’ full identity as the divine Son from eternity. This new knowledge came by
revelation through the Spirit, just as Jesus had promised the Spirit would do. Thomas
saw the truth of Jesus’ preexistent divinity first, before any of the other disciples. What a
stunning and unexpected reversal. Doubting Thomas was thus given, by the Spirit, the
highest knowledge of the Lord’s identity that any of the apostles had up to that point in
time, and the Lord clearly approved of Thomas’ confession. We observe this same level
of knowledge in the Apostle John at a much later time when he wrote his Gospel (John



1:1, 1:14), and in the Apostle Paul when he wrote the Epistle to the Philippians
(Philippians 2:6-11), but Doubting Thomas was the first to have this knowledge, by the
Spirit.



