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appropriate just for the exalted Christ.42 That the Son of 

God remains also man to all eternity is clear from another 

passage in this letter, Phil. 3:21. There the Philippians 

are shown a glorious prospect awaiting them, for the Lord 

Jesus Christ, says Paul, "shall change our vile body, that 

it may be fsshioned like unto his glorious body, according to 

the working whereby he is able even to subdue all things unto 

himself." This passage is most interesting for the instruc-
" 

and a /'of1f 7 com-tive juxtaposition of a 61?~ compound 
I / 

. pound,f<-E'Trx.0X7f'om6V and 6t91VjXfov • The changing of 

"our body of hwniliation" is a changing of its 6{~ , 

which is appropriately used, because of the mortality and 

frailty of it in its present sin-corrupted foz,n, although 
/ 

the apostle might also have written ~r°/fHJeftl , f'or 
' v,hich use \'le have an analogy in the , . . �~� metaniorphoJ!_es · · .-

: :Ln heathen literature.· That Paul writes 6''r/''f!OYf'or 

the Christian's body being made ·like Christ's beautif'ully 

indicates the state of stability and permanency upon which 

it enters in glory. The point of the quotation in this 

connection is, however, a different one. st. Paul speaks 

of Christ• s body, o~r , and of Christians sharing the form 

or tha.t body, into the essence and make-up of whi9h we shall 

not enter here, in the life to come. To all eternity our 

Lord bears with Him the body of His human! ty. He does not 

42. See article in Kittel, op. cit., sub voce. 
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revert to a spirit state. His is no longer purely the 

spiritual existence of God and the angels. "11..nd he said 

unto them, Why are ye troubled? and why do thoughts arise 

20 

1n your hearts? Behold my hands and my feet, that it la I 

myself': handle me and see; :for a spirit hath not flesh and 

bones as ye see me hava.043 

In Christ then God is man and.man is God, as it wus when 

Christ walked the eartl1, is now, and ever shall be. · That 

is the teaching of' the Christian Church. That is the teach-

ing of the apostle in the letter to the ~h111pplans. 

43. Luke 24:39. 

I 
I 
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II. The Humiliation ot: the God-man. 

The doctdne that in the person of Christ God and man 

l " are united, that "the 'Hord became flesh", that in h1m dwell-

e th a llil the t:ulness of the Godhead bodily", 2 is one of the 

prof oundest mysteries of our Christian religion. Mysteries 

so trarmending human understanding are there to be hum;'b>ly ac­

cep ted in childlike faith, .not to be pried into, dissected, 

analyzed, and reduced as far as possible into acceptable 

log i cal categories. Just this is what .has happened to the 

t eaching of the person of Christ. Innumerable attacks, some 

crude and some subtle, upon the doctrine of ·the Bible have 

called forth defenders of the truth, l9ng ~d ~crimonious con­

t~overaias have followed, so that, t:inally, the locus on the 

person of Christ has become one of the longest and most com-

plicated in the who_le of dogmatics. In the controversies 

about the question how the divine and the human ere related to · 
. . 

each other the passage from Philippians, Phil. 2~5-11, has 

plaJed almost a central role, and has actually .furnished two 

of the technic·al terms in which one aspect of the relation 

1. Jn. 1:14. 
2. Col .. 2 :9. 
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between the divine and the human has been formulated: the 
,> I 

humiliation and the exaltation of Christ ( ~7«T£1YweftY , v.8, 
~ I 

and v;r~v fwoCY V • 9 •) 

The Various\ Viewa of the Humiliation of Christ. 

There are, essentially, three different views on the hum­

iliation ·of Christ, def~nders of which depend• at least to some 
. . 

extent, on the passage from Philippians just referred to: that 

of the Kenoticists, the Reformed, and the Lutherans. 

The Kenoticists begin from the premise that the humanity 

of Christ and His true human development must be preserved at 

ali costs. Accordingly, some of them teach that the Son of 

God, to become incarnate, put aside for the time his operative 

qualities, omnipoten~e, omniscience, . and omnipFesence, so that 

the divine nature actually underwent a ch~e, a diminishing 

of itse~f in the incarnation.3 Others, of a more extreme and 

lo§lcal cast of mind, claim that the Son of God in the incarna­

tion divested Himself of all divine attributes, so that His 

.di vine personality was replaced by a human one. The Son of 

··oo:d, so reduced,. went through the regular proc·ess of growth and 

~a..•elopment, and had all the experiences of normal men, yet 

without . sin. · But as the substance of the infant born of the 

Virgin Mary w~s the substance of the Logos, it continued to 

develop, not only until it reached a height or excellence and 

glory ~o which no other man ever att~ined, but until it cul-

,mina ted in .ful.i equal! ty with God. This doctrine has been 

3. So described, essentially, in Mueller, Christian Dog­
matics, p. 289. 

I 



. 
well characterized by Pieper as 1'ollows: "Um den Druck der 

Gottheit zu erleichtern tmd der menschlichen Uatur Lebena-
~ 

und Entwicklungaluft zu sichern. erloichtern die Konotiker 

die Gottheit. 04 Still more vivid is the phrase 01' Werner 

Elert that the Kenoticists endeavour to press the Godhead 
5 through the eye 01' the needle of humanity. 

There is no unanimity among the Reformed as to tho Hum­

iliation of Christ. but the statements of Hodge on the sub­

ject will be generally accepted PY the Re1'ormed as adequately 

. presenting their teaching. In bis Systemo.tic Theology he 

quotes the standards, declaring that they "wisely content 

themselves with the simple sta~ements or the Scr1p1;\lres: 

~hr1st's humiliation consisted 1n his being born and that in 

a low condition, made under the law, undergoing the miseries 

o:f this 11:fe• the wrath o:f God, and the cursed death of the 

c~ss; in being buried, and continuing under·the power of 

death for a time. 0 In the enlargement of this short state-

ment Hodge explicitly declares that the particulars enumer­

ated in the standards concern the Eternal Son of God. He 

.insists likewise that the incarnation must be viewed as part 

of the hum111at1on. 6 ·Reformed writers generally ·like to 
I 

divide the hU1?1iliation into the ·two parts of the incarnation 

23 

proper and the life of humiliation following it. Thus Evans,. 

arguing from the Philippi~ paasage writes:"There are two 

4. Pieper. Christliche Dogpmtik, Vol. II,; P• 329. 
5. Werner Elert~ Der chrlstliche Glaube. p. 383. 
6. Hodge, Systematic Theology, Vol. II. P• 610ft. 
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stages in Christ's humiliation, each represented by a finite 

verb defining the central act of the particular stage, ac-

companied by two modal participles. l ·st stage indicated in 

v. 7. Its central a·ct is: · •he emptied h1msel1'• ·. Its two 

·modalities are: (1) •taking the fonn of a servant•; (2) 

•being made in the likeness of men•. Here we have the humil-

iation of the Kenos.is, - tha.t by, which Christ became man. 2nd 

stage, indicated in v. 9. Its central act is: •he hum.bled 

himsel1''. Its two modalities are: (1) •being found in fash-

ion as a man•;· (2) •becoming obedient unto death, yea, the 

death of the crosB'• Here we have the humiliation of his 

obedienc~ and death,· - that by which,. in humanity, ha became 

a sac ri fl ce for our sins. 11 7 

The Lutheran view of the Humiliation of Christ can be 

simply stated as consisting in this that the God-man, Christ, 

according to his human nature, did not always nor fully use 

the divine majesty and attributes, omnipotence, omniscience, 

omnipresence, communicated to his human nature. These divine 

attributes the human nature always possessed by communication, 

but in order to ·carry out the wont of redemption~ Christ did 

not, except in special cases and on special occasions,make use 

01' them. Particularly instructive is Hollaz•s detailed des-

cription of the humiliation, since he uses the same text as 

Evans, quoted above as the basis for his definition. "Quattuor 

7. Quoted in Strong, Systematic Theology, p. 384. 
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requisita cormectenda aunt ad plane describendam exinanitionem 
/ 

Christi: l.~tvw~) (intermissio, retr~ct1o, lnhibitio actus 

plenarii, perpetui et universalis Christo homini realiter com­

municatae divinae majestatis et excellentiae. Quen.). 2. 

;/7f!S !''f</?S' ~;; , assumtlo condi tionis servil1s •. Fu1 t namque 

Christus servi in modum tractatus, vendltus, et serv111 supplic1o 

affectus. C. I 'IL' 3. o~-01u1(,) a<.v7wlfur , assimilatio cum hominibus 

tenuioribus et ignobilibus imprim1s Israelitis, in nativitate, 

circumcisione, ablactatione, arte fabrili, in conversatlone et 

gestu. 
/ c:: / 

4 .1atii£JY141D'5 ?Jnoro(J<.711<7 , humillima obedientia act! va 

et passi va. nS 

All of' these views are supposed to be supported by Phil. 

2:5-11. The most immediate task, then, is to present a care-

ful study of this passage to see whether the words there do sup­

port the views they are said to support and to what degree. 

The Meaning of' Phili,ppians ·2: 5-11. 

This passage of Philippians 1s justly regarded as one of 

the most exalted in the epistles of Paul. No reader can fail 

to recognize the sptrit, the verve, the lofty style in whieh it 

is written. None has described that aspect of the verses 

better than Meyer, who writes: "The classical passage which now 1 

follows is like an Epos in calm maJestic objecti.vity; nor 

does· it lack an epic minuteness of detail."9 Lenski speaks J 

~ 
c/ 

of' the drama.tic 05 .. , which, taking the place of the 0 , 

a. Quoted in Schmid, op. cit., p. 277 
9. JJieyer, op. cit._ p.66. 
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which we should expect, points to something great and weighty 

.following. "Christ Jesus is the One who is supreme in the 

thing Paul is urging upon his ·readers. Paul fixes our eyes 

. on this person as a peraon11 •
10 This is certainly hitting the 

true spirit of the passage, and must be held against those who 

claim that the passage is pui•ely moral in its implication, and 

that its use in the controversy on the person of Christ .is ir-
11 relevant. The purposo of Paul is, undoubtedly, to present 

Christ in his person, and so the passage is entirely . relevant 

to the matter in hand. On the other hand, to use the words 

of Stewart, "it may be questioned whether the great kenosis 

passage in Philippians - which again is really a picture - can 

bea r the weight of' theory and doctrine loaded upon 1 t. nl2_ 

These words are but a gentle warning against reading the ideas 

and developments of a la t ·er age into this comparatively e-arly 

Christian document, a warning thought which is really o.f great 

importance to the proper understanding of the words of st. Paul. 

10. Lenski~ Epistle to the Philippians, p. 771 
11. Baumgarten-Cruslus, Kommentar ueber den Brief Pauli an die 

Philipper, p. 46. Still worse Is the linking-up of this sup­
posed merely moral implications of t~e passage with Gnostic 
ideas, or pagan mythology, e.g. Martlh Dibelius inHandbuch 
zum Neuen Testament, Vol. III, P• 55: "Der mit den Worten 

ausgedruckte Gedanke entstarnmt letztlich der 
uralten Erzaehlung von dem Gott, der seine Herrlichkeit ablegt, 
um in die Tie.fender Unterwelt einzudringen, d.h., dem Hoellen­
fahrtsmythus. So hat Paulus seiner Christologie eine myth­
ische Einkleidung gegeben, zugleich aber 1n den Mythus einen 
sittlichen Zug hineingetragen: nicht, um etwas zu erlangen, 
11entaeussert sich" Christus, seine Erniedrigung 1st die Tat 
freien Gehorsams. Beides, die mythische Einkleidung.,. wie die 
Versittlichu:ng de~ Mythus, 1st charakteristisch fuer die relig­
ionsges·chichtliche Stellung des Paulus: er 1st gerade dadurch 
der Bewahrer antiken Erbguts geworden, dass er das Alta mit den 
lebenskraertigsten Elementen des Jungen Christentums zu ver­
binden wusste." Machen, Ot. cit., chapilrs VI-VIII gives the 
complete answer to those w o see pagan ldo·as preserved in Paul's 

12.. Stewart, A Man in Christ, p. 14. ( t heology • 
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The student or those words is almont at once overwhelmed 

by the tremendous variety or .interpretations. Pieper declares: 

0 :Preilich herrscht 1n der Aufraasung d1eser Schr1.!'tstelle eine 
' 

grosse Une1n1gke1t unter den Theologen. Dns 1st aber nicht 

Schul · der Apostelworte.nl3 Now. it is true, a passage is 

not necessarily "disputable. because it is disputed", to use 

a phrnse of c. P. Krauth. but the wore!.~ of the apostle are not· 

really as -simple as Pieper would have us believe. The words 

belong, at least in a measure, to those . things or St •. Paul,. 

conce rning which the apostle Peter writes that there "are some 

things hard to be undel'stood".14 Dirferences among the com­

mantatora meet us with respect to the syntax. 

a major break at )"<, .$t{ • or 1tv;r,fYf7J' • 
.) / 

Are l'le to make 

or directly bef'ore 

f,Toflf&l'VWO~ y ? What precisely is the point in the ·contraat 
.> C / ~ .._ ..:> / 0.>" 

between ov X ,,_, · jr'f'ofTo and o<.,)AO!" ... · £Kt.Viti t ? There are liter-

ally dozens of more or leas important turns or thought here. 
<' / 

accor ding as one takos ot,Pnb(Jt''~ in an active or 1n a pass-
c. / -,I 

.as one e-quates t-1 ~?, (k,,,; ,l1To<fifw ive sense, and according 
r; .:,/_ l'L.--::: 

and ,v e1f'ol.l r6o<. ~ or whether a certain plus is seen 
'- ~ _,I_. {k;,J A. \ A ,..., 15 

in the ro 'i-tt'f;.(, 160<. , over against the ~ o/,7 <7£ot1 • 

Again, of what did Christ empty himsel!'? or the f"'f1? ~C' ? 
:'\. ~ ,J/ /1...; 

01" the· ro £,,/'lot/ ,'6o( ~ ? or both? or something else? 

There are di.ff'erences i"n the meaning assigned to various key-
c. / J / C: / ft "'J d, I' C. / /¥' 

words: f"Oj)¢?/1df?'1X/r0S°.Jt'(~)"A1tf£1<f'Oltvro<1 OcJ DSJ 10, 7./~V' ' . 

dirferences which arfect the whole interpretation, now 1n 

13. Pieper, op. cit •• P• 320. 
14. 2 Pet. 3:16 •. 
15. See again Meyer, op. cit., PP• 68-'72 
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truly large measure, now. in but a minor way. · Even what ex­

egetes have almost to a man taken for granted, one of the 

few generally accepted features of the ··passage, has come 1.mder 

the fire of contradiction. The words of v. 5: "let this· mind 

be in you which waa also in Christ Jesus", have been taken as 

setting up an example for humility in Jesus Christ, the follow­

ing verses elaborating, defining more closely wherein the hum­

ility of' Christ consisted. The elliptic sentence is usualiy 
:, ,... 

completed by writers on the passage -by the sup~lying of~foruTo 

or some similar form. Re.cently, ho,,ever, Stewart has critic-

ized that interpretation, writing as follows: •Reflect in your 

ovm minds the mind of Christ Jesus, •is Lightfoot•s rendering. 

To obtain this meaning, however, involv~a straining the Greek, 

and supplying .a _~oat unlikely verb in the relative clause. 

But now, all that is needed, not only to over come the lin­

guistic difficulty, -but also to discover a far richer and 

more pointed challenge in the words, is to interpret t~e 

phrase •in Christ Jesus• in its strict Pauline .sense. l:ae 
. 

meaning which then emerges is this: •see that you apply among 

yourselves, in your .community life~ the spirit which has been 

born vii thin you by union with Christ.• Clearly, what Paul · 

is hinting at is the danger - as common to-day as it was then -

of a hiatus between personal rel1gion and public relationships. 

He reminds the Philippians that their own experience in •Christ• 
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must be the controlling and directing factor ln all their 

trea·traent of one ·another. 1116 This explanati~n has not been 

so clea_r to h:undreds of commentators, but, if it is correct, 

it weakens all those arguments which proceed from the asaump-
c\ " :, - · .... .., tlon that the o ~ ~v~oo~~41})1ntroduces a comparison with 

Christ r.s mind, not their own. The example of Christ would 

become only an indirect thought of the apostle, and not the 

focal poin~ of the passage. All of these differences of 

exegesis in word, in phrase, in the joining of phrases are 

found in an almost endless variety of combinations, so that 

the work of writers on this passage presents an unspeakably 

variegated patch-work quilt of interpretation. Well has 

Bruce declared: "The diversity of opinion prevailing among 

interpreters in regard to the meaning of this passage is 

enough to fill the student with despaft , and to afflict him 

with intellectual paralysi s."17 
.J 

The most divisive of d~fferences, however, and one which 

separates the exeges,is into t wo distinct groups lies in the 

question: "Who is the subject of the passage, at least of the 
' / C / 

verbal i'orms l/6°°f)"w11n<l'al.r9 
_,/ 

~r the Logos ti6oif'"'5 ? 

flrst verses, i.e., of' the verbs and 
.., / I / ,/ 

tf(E.l"AJOS.~ 17~(" ? The Logos &-;'O°'f ~ 

Does Paul begin in heaven here in this short epic or on earth? 

Within the two schools formed by .divergent answers to the 

16. 
17. 

Stewart, op. cl t •. , P• 158. 
Bruce, The Huinlliation of Christ2 quoted Vincent, 

Word Studies, Vol .. III • . , P• 43 , footnote. 
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question stated, there are numerous differences. but most 

of the explanations are in essential agreement with that of 

Lightf'oot in the one case and that of Pieper in the other, 

a summary of both of whose views' is now to be present ed ar..d 

criticized. 

Lightfoot. 

The passage sets Christ up as an eAample to the Philip-
~,,,{ ,.... c\ "' ~ J, d'7u7 "' pian s, for S.ffDY6/T7) has to be supplied with o /(p(1 Er' 'I~ , ffou 

_.;, 1 l>dl .., /I .... <: / 
The phrase tv f' 0rr/? r7E,ou 'llli'O'f)(ldl is more decisive for the 

di vi nit y of' ~'hrist than Col. 1:15; 2 Cor. 4;4; Heb. 1;3 and 
• ,, .. .,~C'~/ 
i s the Pauline counterpart for John• s· Ell' °'f)'~ 1-t o "/°S" in the 

prologue of his Gospel. His equality with God Christ did 

not hold on tons a prize, but he emptied himself and gave up, 

not the divine nature - an impossibility - but his environ­

ment of glory , "the insignia of majesty", the prerogatives 

of Deity . This he did by taking the form of a servant. The 
< / 

emphe. tic position of' ~vroV' points to tliis hu.'lli.liation as vol-

untary and self-imposed. 
~/ 

equivalent for ~vBf,w'!IT!f' 

The worq beu.Jor is used as a strong 

• The participles aorist ,/ex J,/,.; 
/ 

and 0tvo~VOf 
< / 

in opposition to the present f)/TIX.f ,?uv' mark 

the assumption of the new upon the old. In consequence of 

his voluntary humiliation in· ~he .fulfilling of the law and obed­

~ence to death God also exa{ted him,. the words WT,')1,/.,Jl,(J/'ty and 

being used in reference to the subordinate pos-

ition voluntarily assumed by the Son of God. is 

·not "~ame" , 11 te rally, but · title , dignity, majesty in its · 
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manit'estation to men. To Christ the Lord, then, in his 

ma;esty all creatures, all things whatsoever and wheresoever 
18 

·. they be bow down; his name they proclaim with thanksgiving. 

Meyer is in essential agreement, except for his endeavour 
<: / 

to keep the active meaning of otfll'1f/'""S • His paraphrase 

ot' t he f'irst section of the passage runs as follows: nJesus, 

when he f ound himself in the heavenly mode of existence of 

divine glory, did not permit himself the thought of using 

his equality ~1th God for the purpose of seizing possessions 

nnd honour for himselt' on earth: No, he emptied himself of 

the divine glory, inasmuch as, notwithstanding his God-equal 

na. ture , he took upon him the mode of existence o.f a slave of 

God, so that he entered into the likeness of men, and in his 

outward bearing and appearance manifestt d himself not other­

·wi se than as a man. He humbled himself', so that he became 

obedient ·unto God, etc."19 

Pi eper. 

Christians should have the same unse·lfish frame of mind 

that Christ displayed. But what was Christ•s frame of mind? 
> 

I t was revealed in this that he emptied himseir. The apostle 

shows us, both negatively and positively, in what this self­

emptying consisted: negatively, in this that Christ made no 

show or boast of his equality with God, although he was in 

the fonn of God; positively, in this that he assumed •slave­

form', became quite like other men and accordingly appeared 

to other men quite like one of themselves and not like the 

18. See Lightfoot. op. cit., pp. 108-113. 
19. Meyer, op. ci-t., p. 78 

,,. 
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God-man he was .. A.fter sh.owing what the sell'-emptying 

meant .for Christ in his person, the apostle continues 1n 

. the .following verses to describe the slave's work to which 

Christ humbl_ed himself. He humbled himself, according to 

the Father's will., to death, and 1bat not an ordinary death, 

but the shame.ful death o.r the crosa.20 

Thia is ~1e classic Lutheran traditional explanation 

of this passage. Q.uenstedt,. for example,. su.mir.arizes the 

rn.e~ning of the passage as .follows: "Chriatum 1am inde a 

primo in~arnationis momento divinam gloriam et mnjes~atem 

sibi socundum humanam naturam communicatam plena usurpatione 

exserere,. et tanquam Daum se gerere potuisse, sed abdicasse 

se plenario eius usu et humllem· sese. ~xf:ld.buiase, patr1que auo 

coelesti obedientem .factum ease aaque ad mortem cruels." 

(III, 335)21 

Criticism o.r the Traditional Lutheran View. 

The .first, and perhaps the strongest, objection to 

the traditional• orthodox Lutheran interpretation is one 

based on first impressions. Now. there can be little doubt 

~hat almost .everybody, theologian and trained student includ­

·etl, who reads this section o.f Philippians thinks (as he does 

when he reads 2 Cor. 8;9 which almost everybody r~gards a.a 

a parailel to ~is section),.: or. the preexistent Christ as 

being rererred to at ~he beginning or the passage. Short 

20.Pieper, op. cit., PP• 320 r. - ~r 7 

21. Quoted Schmid, QP• cit. P• 278 



of a world-wide census of Bible•reader.s, thi~ statement 

may be difficult to prove. I can only point to personal 

experience, to many conversations with students, and more 

important, to t;tie great major! ty of interpreters who take 

33 

,,, C: ~<·-· , &..! / that view. Especially .the phrase s.t tJ,PO/""'r-r1 o<.'l'v,nu~ /£YOj1C£'1'dJ' 

almost forces us to think of the incarnation. Lightfoot, 

i n ·1.'c·r iticl.sm of the Lutheran· position.-· says: "Even if 
' /1 ) / f'. 'ff'J'I ~w,ov ot;i~t does not refer to the incarnation, noth-

-> ' / / 
1ng else can be understood of (,'/ o/"f)/l,(lr<i(rt ''J"">'?(.J,t;,. The whole 

context implies that the being born as .man was the first step 

in humiliation,. as the death on ·.the cross was the last."
22 

Now, first impressions may be wrong. Look before you le~p 

is as much a rule i'or sound ·exege;ais and Bible understanc3:ing 

as 1 t is a fl tting motto for the pracftical man of action. 

But when first impressions are supported by other sound 

reasons, then first impressions are very likely to be right. 

And that for the reason thet first impressions are more nat­

ural, less subtle, less likely to be· determined by the soph-

1stications of a neatly-ordered system. The less sophisticat-

ed interprr. tation is likely to be the correct one when dealing 

with the writings of the early Church, ceteris paribus, be­

cause it is certain that the readers of the writings, and 

their writers too for that matter, "knew nothing of the con­

troversies and minutely developed systems of later centuries. 

The question, then, is: What would the Philippians themselves 

22. Lightfoot, op. cit., P• 130 


