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Text 
Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 

7
 but made 

himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. 
8
 And being found in 

appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death-- even death on a cross! 
9
 

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, 
10

 that at 

the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
11

 and every tongue 

confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

 

Story Time (read by a little girl) 

 

One night, a little girl asked her mom, “Mommy what is love?”  Her mom tucked her in 

bed, thinking for a moment.  Here is the story she told: 

 

There once was a king who ruled over the land.  He was wise and kind, and his people 

loved him.  One day he received news that his beloved queen was missing.  The last time 

she had been seen was in the garden, picking roses.  He rode his horse immediately there, 

finding just what he hoped he wouldn’t find. What he found was a black rose.  Everyone 

knew black roses only grew in the darklands, where the king’s enemy lived.  Everyone 

also knew... nobody had ever returned alive from the darklands.  Even so, the king knew 

what he had to do.  He took off his royal robes, for if anyone should recognize him, he 

would certainly be killed.  Then he rode toward the darklands. 

 

(pause...) 

 

“Why did you stop?” the little girl asked her mom.  “What happened next?” 

“Well, nobody really knows,” said the girl’s mother, shrugging. 

“That’s a horrible story!” said the girl. 

“You didn’t ask for a good story.  You asked me what love is...” the mother said gently. 

“So, what is love?” the little girl asked, yawning. 

“Love is when someone would give up everything, even his or her life, for another…  

Now go to sleep!” mother whispered, and turned off the light. 

 

John 15:13
1
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Introduction 
 It’s really neat how this has happened.  In the regular course of preaching through 

the book of Philippians we come to the beginning of chapter 2 right on Christmas 

Sunday!  God is in control, amen? 

Paul begins this chapter by expounding upon the mandate for Christian unity that 

we looked at last week.  “Do nothing,” he pleads, “out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, 

but in humility consider others better than yourselves” (2:3).  And then he appeals to 

Christ Jesus as the model of such humility by quoting a poem that the early church most 

likely used in their worship times.  We’re going to come back and explore vv. 1-5 in a 

couple weeks but today I want us to look at this poem found in vv. 6-11.  We’ll do it in 

three short segments.  The first segment – vv. 6 & 7 – explain succinctly what Christmas 

is all about – “[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.”  There is no clearer text in all of the Bible 

concerning Christmas than this. 

 A couple Saturdays ago I was looking over my sermon in the evening when the 

power went out on the whole block.  Because my battery is dead in my laptop I was 

forced to quickly save my work and shut it down.  For the next hour or so we reverted to 

pre-modern days.  The simplicity and serenity of that hour was refreshing.  We just sat 

around and sang through the Christmas songs in our hymnal by candlelight.  And I felt 

like in a new way I grasped a little more of what that first Christmas would have been 

like. 

Think about it with me.  It was a night lit only by stars and the moon in a quiet 

little village called Bethlehem in a stable out back.  Jesus was born in a stable because as 

the Bible says “there was no room for them in the inn” (Lk. 2:7).  There was no room for 

them, most likely because people could do the math.  Mary wasn’t married to Joseph 

when she got pregnant.  So young Mary and Joseph came to Bethlehem as social outcasts 

and at the whim of the Roman Emperor Augustus who ordered a census.  Here are these 

two nobody’s in the middle of nowhere.  There was nothing ostensibly special or grand or 

regal about this setting.  There was fanfare among the angels, but it was only to shepherds 

out working the night shift in the fields that this was revealed to.  The very cosmos was 

being turned on its head and the spiritual realm was in an uproar, but this world hardly 

noticed. 

In that silent night something spectacular was happening.  The eternal King of the 

universe was entering this world to begin to make things right again.  But it happened so 

inauspiciously, not as you might think.  He entered as a baby… in a manger (what cattle 

ate from)… in a small town… to peasant parents.  The maker of all things visible and 

invisible became an embryo and then was born as a baby and wrapped in swaddling 

clothes and sucked at his mother’s breast.  The One by whom all things were made and 

subsist!  What utter humility!  What condescension!  What depth of love!  What must this 

God be like who chose to redeem the world by entering it as a tiny, helpless baby?  But 

that is just what he did.  It’s astounding. 

Today’s passage puts this reality into poetry – the Incarnation, the fleshing of 

God.  We see in these words the depths to which Christ willingly stooped to redeem his 
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people.  In short, what I want everyone to come away with today is just this: God is not 

above love. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Humiliation – Incarnation 
 The first thing we see here is that this baby born on Christmas had a pre-

existence.  That’s weird, isn’t it?  He didn’t begin to be when he was born or even when 

he was conceived by the Holy Spirit.  In fact he never began to be.  He has always been, 

from eternity past.  There was never a time when he was not.  There was a time when you 

were not.  You did not exist in some fashion before you were born.  Andrea and I look at 

Lucy frequently and say in astonishment – “There was a time when she was not.  This 

time last year she didn’t exist at all, and now here is this human being with a soul!”  But 

there was never a time when the Son of God was not.  Jesus once said, later in his life, 

said, “I tell you the truth… before Abraham was born, I am” (John 8:58).  God is the 

great I AM – without beginning or end.  And we see here that before all worlds God has 

happily existed as three in one; a perfect community within the Godhead – Father, Son, 

and Spirit; three persons, one substance.  The Son is one substance with the Father and 

the Spirit. 

Now look at the first clause of v. 6 again.  Christ Jesus in his pre-incarnate state 

was in very nature God.  In very nature!  He was, as the book of John puts it, with God 

and he was God!  So all the power and authority and privilege and honor and glory that 

belongs to God belonged to Jesus since forever.  He was infinite and holy and perfect and 

absolute.  He had no need of anything.  Full of splendor, majestic, beautiful.  He spoke 

and galaxies sprang into existence.  Through him braided rings around distant planets 

came to be.  He enjoyed untarnished intimacy with the Father and the Spirit in endless 

bliss.  He was “in very nature God.” 

 And yet – get this – the text says he “did not consider equality with God 

something to be grasped” (v. 6b).  Now this is something I can’t grasp.  I can’t get my 

mind around it.  But that word grasped here is better translated, held on to.  “He did not 

consider equality with God something to be [held onto].”  I like J.B. Philipps’ paraphrase 

– “he who had always been God by nature, did not cling to his prerogatives as God’s 

equal.”  He was willing to let go.  His glory within the Godhead he was willing to let go 

of.  Though he was equal to God he was not above love.  And love called him into the 

world he created that had foolishly rebelled against him. 

 But he didn’t come with force or fire or flashes of lightning.  He didn’t rend the 

heavens and expose sinful people to his unmitigated glory that would have incinerated 

them in an instant.  He didn’t even come as a member of a royal family or a rich family 

or as some sort of magical superhuman creature that would have gotten everyone’s 

attention.  The text says, “[he] made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, 

being made in human likeness” (v. 7).  He who was in very nature God came as an 

ordinary, everyday human, to live among us as one of us.  He came not to be served, but 

to serve.  He lived roughly 30 years in relative obscurity, eating, sleeping, and working 

for a living.  The ineffable God of the universe was willing to come to planet earth as a 

human being.  As the Nicene Creed puts it – “For us men and for our salvation, [he] came 
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down from heaven, and was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the virgin Mary, and was 

made man.” 

I cannot believe God would do this.  He didn’t have to, but this is who he is.  He 

is so glorious and so infinitely above us, but he is not above love.  God… is… humble?  

It’s not something we normally attribute to God, is it?  But this is what we try to fathom 

at Christmas – a God who became man and yet did not cease to be God, but showed us 

what God is like.  He is not above love.  He was willing to leave heaven and come to 

earth for us men and our salvation!  This is not a myth, it’s reality.  God became man. 

 

Singing 
 

Humiliation - Crucifixion 
 The story doesn’t end there and therefore the poem of praise doesn’t stop there.  

The extent of Christ’s humiliation did not end at the Incarnation, with becoming a human, 

as amazing as that is.  Christmas sets up Easter.  Look at v. 8 – “And being found in 

appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on 

a cross!”  The point of Christmas is not merely that God came to earth to show us how to 

live or to show us that he loved us merely by coming and hanging out with us.  The 

Incarnation was a stepping stone to even greater humiliation.  There was a purpose 

behind Christmas.  Now that God was man he could fix man’s problems. 

 And man’s core problem is our separation from God.  Everything else from global 

warming to poverty to depression stems from this.  We have rebelled against God and 

continued to live in willful defiance of him which is a grave offense.  Part of God’s 

perfection is his justice.  Willfully defying the God of the universe calls for death and 

eternal separation from God.  We must pay for what we have done, it would be a 

mockery of justice not to, yet no human can pay in full such an infinite penalty. 

 However, another aspect of God’s perfection is his love.  “God is love” (1Jn. 4:8), 

therefore he could not sit back and allow every human to live in perpetual separation 

from him.  Jesus willingly agreed to leave heaven and come to earth, SO THAT he could 

go to the cross.  The story gets even more amazing, doesn’t it?  The cross was an 

extremely inhumane, Roman form of execution.  It was so painful, so ignominious that 

Roman citizens were exempt from it.  It was only used on non-Romans as a form of utter 

humiliation.  And Christ – the King and Creator – submitted to this.  He was “obedient to 

death – even death on a cross” (v. 8)!  This was the lowest point of degradation that could 

come upon someone, and Jesus the one who of all people did not deserve it, went there. 

 And the disgrace of death on a cross only skims the surface of what was going on 

there.  The depths of Christ’s sufferings are incalculable.  God’s justice demanded eternal 

wrath.  It had to be paid by a human because humans were the perpetrators, yet no human 

could exhaust payment for even his own sin.  Only God could pay what God demanded.  

So God the Son became a human – Jesus Christ – and went to the cross and not only died 

a painful, shameful death, but assumed in himself the full wrath and fury and retributive 

justice of God for certain humans’ sin.  He left the comforts of the Trinity and 

experienced separation from his Father – “My God, my God, why have you forsaken 

me?” (Mt. 27:46) was his cry from the cross.  This is unfathomable.  Why would God do 

such a thing?  The humility of God we celebrate at Christmas when God was born and 

became human culminates at Good Friday when God died and became sin on our behalf.  
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What an amazing God this is – a God that is not above love; a holy and righteous God 

that would not only take on the limitations of our mortality but also the contamination of 

our sin in order to save us for himself. 

 This is the God we worship and celebrate this Christmas.  And this is what we 

remember at the Lord’s Table every Sunday – that our God became flesh and blood and 

then willingly allowed his flesh to be broken and his blood to be spilled in order that our 

sins might be forgiven.  As we chew and crunch the bread and feel the wine run down our 

throats and taste its bitterness, may these two very physical elements remind us of the 

very physical nature of Jesus, the God-man who was not above love but made himself 

nothing by taking on human flesh and then further humbled himself by dying on a Roman 

cross some 2,000 years ago for us. 

 If you don’t believe that his death was for you, please refrain from eating this 

meal with us.  Just use this time to reflect on the idea of a God like this. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

The Exaltation 
 The poem goes on.  Our God us humble and is not above love, he became a baby 

and died on a cross, but he is not small or weak.  He is the King of the universe who 

deserves all homage and respect and worship and this is precisely what he will get.  

“[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!  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” (vv. 6-11). 

 Christ’s humiliation resulted in his even greater exaltation.  Three days after he 

died he rose again from the dead.  Forty days later he ascended into heaven, back where 

he began.  He sits there now reigning.  Even though at times it looks like nothing is 

different there’s a world of difference.  There’s a way to be reconciled to God!  God has 

lovingly condescended in the person of Jesus Christ, becoming man and dying in man’s 

place to redeem man. 

And what started out small will be big in the end, monstrous.  What started out as 

a baby and involved death on a cross will in the end be a world-wide dominion that will 

never end.  Most people did not acknowledge him as the Lord he was when he walked the 

earth and many have rejected him since, but one day every knee will bow.  And as one 

commentator notes, “It ought not to be assumed that the bending of the knee by all will 

be in glad acknowledgment of Jesus’ lordship.”
2
  The lowly, humble, dying king will 

come again in power and might and glory.  Everyone will be forced to confess that he is 

Lord.  And some, hopefully you and me, will do it with great joy and delight because we 

will see him as a Savior that is “far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and 

every title that can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to come” 

(Eph. 1:21), but who is not above love.  In fact his love expressed in his humiliation is 

one of the things that makes Jesus so glorious and worthy of worship.  And we will 
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worship him for it for all eternity – a God who is not only powerful and holy, but is 

humble and gracious and loving.  That’s an even greater God. 

This Christmas may you see God more clearly as you ponder the fact that though 

Christ was “in very nature God, [he] 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” (vv. 6-7).  And may you bow the knee in worship of him for that now 

and through all eternity. 

 

Singing 
 

Slide Show 
 

Benediction 
May you exult in the fact that God is not above love and may you resolve this season to 

not be above love yourself as you seek to point others to the salvation that is found in 

Christ. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, December 24, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 

 

End notes: 
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 This story was written by Peter Hong. 

2
 Peter T. O’Brien, The Epistle to the Philippians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 243. 


