
Phili 2:6-11
The Self-Emptying and Exaltation 

of Jesus
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Phili 2:6-11

● Many scholars believe vv 6-11 are adapted from a hymn because
– Of its rhythmic nature (lost in translation)

– Use of parallelism as in the Psalms

– Use of language which is rare and uncharacteristic of Paul's letters

● Context – Philippi is a very healthy church
– More mature topics

– Phili 2:3-5
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Phili 2:6-11
● v6 - Form of God - Μορφη (Morphe )

– Denotes the mode of being or appearance from which the essential 
character or status of something can be known - The New Jerome Biblical 
Commentary – Heb 1:1-3 (NASB)

– cf. John 1:1-3,14

– Grasped is possibly a reference to Gen 3:5-6 and mankind grasping for 
equality with God at Satan's prompting

● However, RWP points out that the word means more holding on to rather than 
reaching for

● The New Jerome Biblical Commentary agrees stating that the word used is rare and 
usually means robbery but in this case probably means held on to

● It also states the entire phrase may be more of a proverb meaning "to exploit 
something for one's own advantage."

● To what are we holding on? - cf. Matt 10:37-39, Luke 14:26-27, Phili 3:7-11 
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Phili 2:6-11
● v7 – cf. II Cor 8:9, Matt 19:21 – wealth can be retained for others

– We do not really know what it means that Jesus emptied Himself
● Perhaps, although God, He did not use His divinity to live His life as a human and do 

what He did but rather, like all other humans, relied upon the Father and Holy Spirit for 
all He was

● Supported by the New Jerome Biblical Commentary which points out Paul's use of the 
same word in Rom 4:14 to mean being rendered powerless or ineffective.

● This has rather extraordinary implications for us - cf. John 14:12, Acts 5:12,15
● In his Sermo Guelferbytanus, Saint Augustine makes an interesting statement:

– Who is Christ if not the Word of God: in the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God? This Word of God was made flesh and dwelt among us. He had no power 
of himself to die for us: he had to take from us our mortal flesh. This was the way in which, though 
immortal, he was able to die; the way in which he chose to give life to mortal men: he would first 
share with us, and then enable us to share with him. Of ourselves we had no power to live, nor did 
he of himself have the power to die.
Accordingly, he effected a wonderful exchange with us, through mutual sharing: we gave him the 
power to die, he will give us the power to live.
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More On Jesus’ Self-Emptying
● This seems strange that there is something God cannot do until we remember that impossibilities 

of definition are not impossibilities - they are the definition of our words.  It is not a shortcoming 
that one cannot both be and not be at the same time; it's a definition of being
– With this in mind, we can see that death is a function of change and change is a function of time.  Since 

Jesus exists outside of time, it is by definition that He cannot die, that He is life itself

– Life in time and the ability to change is not an advantage; it is a loss, a limitation and part of Jesus' emptying 
Himself.  This is why God is unchanging (James 1:17, Heb 13:8) and this unchangeableness is not a defect 
but perfection – living life in parallel

– Thus, when we finally exist outside of time, we will be what we are for all eternity and, living without time and 
change also live without death - "eternally" with God or "eternally" separated from Him since there is no 
more mortality

● The word δουλου (doulos) may be best rendered slave and points out the contrast between 
ultimate Lordship and the position which Jesus voluntarily assumed
– Note the contrast between "form of God" in v6 and "form of a slave" here

– Many Saints speak of the importance of obedience as one of the theological virtues - it is the great test of 
submitting ourselves to another as we would submit ourselves to Christ - Eph 5:21-22

● Likeness - cf. Rom 8:3 - the immortal takes on mortality - even though He did not sin, He bore in 
His body the consequence of original sin - mortality
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Phili 2:6-11

● v8 - Humbled - in Greek and Roman usage denoted simply a 
despised and abject position (The New Jerome Biblical Commentary)
– In the LWP, it is seen as man's state before God
– In Christianity, we are humble even before other humans
– This is the fundamental disconnect between the way of the world and the 

way of God - cf. Is 55:8-9 - and continues the theme and directive of v3
– "Even death on a cross" does not seem to fit the structure of the hymn and 

may have been added by Paul for emphasis
● Hearkening back to v7, crucifixion was the execution of a slave and the lowest 

abasement of a person devoid of all personal control – Matt 5:39-42

– N.B. the free choice to humble one's self and submit – not a door mat or 
worthless reject - cf. I Peter 5:5-6, John 10:17-18
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Phili 2:6-11
● v9 - Eph 1:20-21

– Highly exalted - not just the exaltation of the just but something beyond that.  A Catholic 
Commentary On Holy Scripture describes it as a very strong word - "super-exalted" - cf. 
Ps 110:1 - this is not mathematics, accounting, or law; it is love - cf. John 10:17-18

– From The New Jerome Biblical Commentary: "the hymn moves in other categories of 
contrast: abasement / exaltation; slavery / lordship.  'graciously bestowed': The 
selflessness of Christ has given scope to God's victorious grace, which has full play where 
the human will is not grasping."  Graciously bestowed translation confirmed by BAG 884d 
and Rotherham

– That name being "Lord" according to The New Jerome Biblical Commentary and "Jesus" 
according to A Catholic Commentary On Holy Scripture

● There is reason to favor the latter as "Lord" is not a name and this may be a statement of the 
glorification of Jesus' humanity now worthy of worship.  He was the Word before birth rather than 
Jesus but was given the name Jesus as a human, meaning "God Saves" and based upon v10

● On the other hand, He had the name Jesus before being exalted.
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Phili 2:6-11
● v10 - cf. Is 45:23, Rom 14:11

– Christianity is not about ideas or teachings; it is about Jesus
● His joining humanity to divinity is what makes salvation possible - Is 45:22-25

● v11 - It is possible to translate this "in the glory of God the Father" - 
A Catholic Commentary On Holy Scripture
– This may have been the literal confession of converts in the earliest 

Church - cf. I Cor 12:3, Rom 10:9

– Rom 14:9

– Although translators sometimes place "Jesus Christ is Lord" at the end as 
the climax, the true climax in the Greek is "to the glory of God the Father" 
hearkening back to the submission that has been the theme since the 
beginning of the hymn - cf. I Cor 3:21-23, Rom 6:10-11, I Cor 15:22-28
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