
 
 

PHILIPPIANS CHAPTER 2 

Have this attitude in yourselves, which was also in Christ Jesus, who emptied himself, 
who humbled himself, who became a bondservant, who became obedient to the death, 
even death of a cross –  
Summarized theme of Philippians from 2:5-8. 

During the introduction, we discussed the structure of Philippians as having one major theological point. The 
letter is set up with examples and challenges for the Philippian saints to have the mind of Christ. 

The Mind of Christ 

The main focus of Philippians 2 is the mind of Christ is humble. 

The model is Jesus Christ in His humanity, His humility. 
Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus 

This instruction reaches back to 1:27-2:4 for its content and looks forward to 6-8 for its illustration. The literal 
translation is “let yourselves think this.”  

As stated previously, attitude is the verb “φρονέω phroneō.” Remember, this word can indicate what to 
think and can also indicate the manner (how to think). Because we have the content and the illustration, I 
am convinced that both what to think and how to think are in view in this section.  
Verses 6-8 contain the illustration of how to think; what is the illustration? The answer is one of the great 
Christological passages in Scripture. 

1. Jesus is equal with God and consequently is God. 
2. Jesus made a conscious and deliberate decision not to hold onto the glory of God. 
3. Jesus emptied himself (to be discussed at length). 
4. Jesus took on the form of a bondservant. 
5. Jesus was made in the likeness of men. 

The NASB translates “οὐχ ἁρπαγμὸν ἡγήσατο τὸ εἶναι ἴσα θεῷ,” into did not regard equality with God a thing 
to be grasped. 

The verb here (regard) is “ἡγέομαι hēgeomai.” There are two uses of this word. The first is to lead, rule, or 
guide; the second is to think, consider, esteem, or count. In every instance that rule or lead is implied in the 
Greek New Testament, it is always in participial form. The understanding of that form would be “the one who 
thinks/esteems/counts,” which became understood as an administrator and therefore a leader. 

In this verse, this is an aorist indicative. This indicates a calculated thought in the past. This is not a 
perpetual thought but at a point in time in the past; Jesus determined a fact or an action. Jesus Himself 
counted the cost and made the decision. 

The phrase “a thing to be grasped” or “robbery” in the KJV is “ἁρπαγμός harpagmos” This is the noun form of 
the verb “ἁρπάζω harpazō” (John 10:28-29; Acts 8:39; 2Corinthans 12:2; 1 Thessalonians 4:17). This is the 
word that is translated “rapturo” in the Latin Vulgate where we get the term rapture. This is the only use of the 
noun. 
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The idea is that of seized, clutched, claimed, or retained. Often the verb is used to indicate a valuable 
possession that is held onto at all costs. In this context, this illustration is of the virtues in 2:3-4, specifically 
humility for the benefit of the others. If Jesus did consider equality with God something to be retained then 
he would not have come to the physical realm as a human. 

Because Jesus did not evaluate the treasure of being equal with God something to be held on to at all costs 
then the implication is that He waived His rights to the retention of His divine position. 

The plain indication in KJV as “Jesus did not consider it robbery to be equal with God” is understood as it 
was right for Him to think of Himself as equal with God. Is that the point of this passage?   

Possible rendering “[Jesus] did not, after weighing the facts, consider the treasure of equality with God 
something to be retained.”   

The NASB translates “ἀλλʼ ἑαυτὸν ἐκένωσεν” into “But emptied himself.” 

The conjunction is a strong contrast that makes a contrast between equality with God and emptied. 

The next word is a reflexive personal pronoun (hêautou). 
Finally, we have the aorist active indicative for if the verb “κενόω kenoō.”  
“ἐκένωσεν” is translated in the NASB as “emptied.” In other translations it is translated as, “made nothing 
(NIV),” “made of no reputation (KJV),” “gave up divine privileges (NLT),” “poured out in emptiness (ISV),” 
and simply “emptied” in the ESV, NRSV, HCSB, NET, and ASV. 

The grammatical form of this word is the third person singular aorist active indicative, indicating that the 
action was a past action in a single space of time. The lexical form of this word is “κενόω." According to 
BDAG, the possible definitions are to make empty, to empty, to cause to be without result or effect, destroy, 
and render void or of no effect. 

Paul is the only one to use this word in the New Testament and this is the only time the word is used in this 
grammatical form. The word is used in a total of five times.   

In Romans “κενόω” is used in 4:14 “for if the heirs (are) of law the faith (is) κενόω and the promise (is) 
nullified” (my translation). The definition of render void seems to be most appropriate as faith does not go 
away, it is simply useless in this scenario. 

In 1st Corinthians Paul uses “κενόω” twice 1:17 “…so that the Cross of Christ not κενόω.” And 9:15 
“…no one κενόω my boasting." As it was in the Romans reference, these references are best defined as to 
render void, of no effect, or useless.  

In 2 Corinthians, the only reference is in 9:3 "…so that our boasting concerning you should not 
κενόω…" As this is a cross-reference for 1 Corinthians 9:15, this again should be understood as to render void, 
of no effect, or useless.  
In Philippians, the word is uniquely used. The context dictates that Jesus κενόω Himself. This has been 
interpreted much like the various translations, inconsistently—from Jesus having no reputation to Jesus 
divesting Himself of divine attributes and forgoing divine worship as God, and He abated Himself of all the 
fullness of glory. The word is often interpreted for us rather than translated and the theologians seem to focus on 
the word but few focus on the context. 
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Theological Dictionary of the New Testament word group  
κενός, κενόω, κενῶς  

Literal: 
Homer oppositum – empty, without content 

LXX Genesis 37:24 – empty 
Figurative: 

Pindar, of Cynoscephalae, near Thebes (518–446 b.c.) – hollow, vain 
Sophocles, of Athens (496–406 b.c.) – moral nuance of persons, vain or foolish 

J. v. Arnim, Stoicorum veterum Fragmenta, 1921 f. – Lack of content, or lacking impact 
The Flinders Petrie Papyri – In vain, pointless 

The word group is very consistent in classical Greek outside of the New Testament. Literally, when used of 
things, this meant to be empty, without content, or to send someone away with empty hands (i.e. no gifts). 
When used of persons, this meant the person was hollow, vain, useless, or careless; to say this of a person is to 
say they are foolish and good for nothing. When spoken of things in figurative concepts, this indicated to be 
futile or pointless, or be an erroneous idea. 
Colin Brown 

The basic historical and contemporaneous definition matches with the observations by other lexicons 
and word studies. Throughout the extra-biblical world, the literal and figurative connotation of make 
empty or remove substance from a thing or effectiveness from a person is clear. 
In the New Testament, it is observed that this word group is stated as primarily in Pauline literature and 
very rare elsewhere. It is concluded that the main idea is fruitlessness or ineffective work. 
The conclusion of this highly debated passage according to Colin Brown is that Jesus divested Himself 
of self-glory since the passage was to be Christ-like and believers were to imitate Jesus in his humility 
and willingness to die for the benefit of others.  

This is highly persuasive. 
Other Works 

Wuest concludes that Jesus divested Himself of His rights as an expression of His essence as deity. He 
did not empty Himself of His deity; Wuest says that act is impossible. It was the outward expression of 
His deity that He divested Himself. It is suggested that one example of this self-emptying is the washing 
of the disciples’ feet in John 13. 
M.R. Vincent plainly states that Jesus did not divest Himself of His divine nature but changed His state. 
God being in the form of a servant. The change was not into a mere man, but He humbled Himself so 
that He would not assert to full divine benefits.  

Conclusion 
Paul is very much informed of Jesus’ nature. Of the four Christological passages, Paul writes two of 
them. Paul is writing to a highly-educated, Greco-Roman city with strong believers. Of all the letters, 
this is the least corrective in its intent and tone. 
This simple passage must be understood in the context it was given and grasped in the manner that the 
recipients would have understood it. The classical Greek understanding does not greatly change its 
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function just because it is used in connection with Jesus. What we know is that the koine usage of this 
word is similar to that of classical Greek. 
Are there theological implications in this passage? Obviously, we cannot oversimplify the word and its 
function since Jesus performed something for our benefit and our example. But this implication cannot 
be forced into other aspects of Christ. 
The context is about rights and becoming a servant. This is not about reputation but about the divine 
right of being served. Instead, Jesus abated this right and instead served others, sacrificing Himself to 
the point of death, the death of the cross. The expanded definition in this context would be, “To deny 
one’s rights.” 

Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, who, although He existed in the form of God, 
did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but denied his own divine rights, taking the form of a 
bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. 

 
 

The Humanity of Jesus Christ 
Jesus was not only fully God but also fully man—with one important exception to our usual concept of 
humanity. He was without sin and no other human being had, has, or will ever have that characteristic. Jesus 
is contrasted to Adam in Romans 5:14-19 (1st Corinthians 15:20-22). Jesus is God’s unique Son. 

The Incarnation 
A. Meaning – Compound word meaning “in” and “flesh.” This aspect does not take into account His pre-

existence or His eternality; this doctrine teaches the means and the purpose of the Son coming in the 
flesh. This also does not take into account the fact that Jesus is alive as the God-Man and will return as 
the Man who will reign forever over His creation. The incarnation deals primarily with the time from the 
conception until the death of Jesus Christ. 

B. Means – Just like every person since Adam, Jesus was born. His conception is supernatural; the birth 
was not. 

Luke 1:30-35 – The Holy Spirit will cause Mary to become pregnant with the Messiah. This fact is 
stated more subtlety in John 1:14. The Word became flesh—notice that we cannot reverse this (flesh 
became the Word). The order must be specific. The Word is what existed previous to His birth. His 
flesh was not in existence prior to the incarnation. 

Galatians 4:4 – God sent His Son born of a woman. The purpose of the virgin birth is to establish that 
Jesus was not of man; He did not inherit the sin nature (Romans 5:18-19). Had Jesus been born of 
normal means, He would not have been sent from heaven having been preexistent. 

The Proofs of Humanity 
He had a human body. Although His conception was supernatural, He possessed a human body, born as a 
baby and developed as human beings do (Mt 1:18; Gal 4:4; Lk 2:52).  
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He had the characteristics of a human being. Jesus was hungry (Mt 4:2), He was thirsty (Jn 19:28), He grew 
tired (Jn 4:6), He experienced love and compassion (Mt 9:36), He wept (Jn 11:35), and He was tested (Heb 
4:15). He was in anguish (Luke 22:42-44), He was beaten, bloody, and bruised (various), He died. 

The Kenosis of Christ 
The meaning of Philippians 2:1-11 has been greatly debated concerning the person of the incarnate Christ. It 
is the connotation of the verb that appears in verse 7 that is disputed (kenoō, from which comes the name of 
this doctrine, kenosis, translated "made Himself of no reputation" in the AV and "emptied Himself" in the 
RSV). Simply stated, did Christ empty Himself of some or all aspects of deity when He came to earth? 
Because the verb in Philippians 2:7 is in the aorist indicative, Jesus was not perpetually denying Himself of 
His divine rights. This was done at the incarnation and remained until restored at His resurrection. 
In what sense does Paul mean that Christ emptied Himself at the incarnation? Some say that Jesus denied 
Himself of only His glory but still remained fully God with all His attributes. 
Some state that Jesus, although having all the attributes of divinity, never used those attributes to satisfy His 
flesh. 
Still, some say that Jesus denied Himself the attributes of deity. Jesus was not omniscient; Jesus was not 
omnipotent; Jesus was not omnipresent.  
For some, this is a discussion in semantics. For others, the simple suggestion of the later is blasphemy. The 
result of the study of Jesus’ humanity should lead us to conclude at least two things: 

1. What Jesus gave up on our behalf will never be fully understood, but it is to be appreciated. 
2. Jesus, in His humanity, provides believers an example to follow. 

“If our Lord did surrender some of His divine attributes when He came to earth, then His essential 
character would have been changed, and He would not have been fully God while on earth. You 
cannot subtract any attributes without changing the character of the person.” – C. Ryrie 

Is this true? I would suggest that if Jesus did, in fact, divest Himself of some of His attributes, then this 
obviously did not change His character and He still remained fully God.  
Often those who do take away the "omni" attributes (omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence) are rebutted 
through verses like (Matthew 18:20; John 1:47-49; Matthew 28:18; Matthew 9:4; Mark 2:8). Other passages 
seem to indicate otherwise (Matthew 24:36; Acts 1:7; Acts 7:55-56; Romans 8:34). 

If these verses demonstrate that Jesus had the attributes of God, then one could conclude that Christ did 
not surrender attributes at the incarnation. 
But in the passages where Jesus knew, saw, and did divine things, can it be concluded that, in His 
humanity, Jesus did these things through the Holy Spirit?  
This is something about which people will never completely agree. There is much that is not fully 
disclosed and much that is not understandable.  
What we do know concerning the doctrine of kenosis is that at the very least, Jesus denied His right to 
glory. For me, that would be enough. But when I consider the humanity of Jesus Christ, I also see the 
God of creation coming to earth and living a life void of any indication that He was, in fact, God. (All of 
the miraculous feats Jesus did were also done by the apostles and by others as well.) 
Jesus completely yielded to the Father through the Holy Spirit, the One who also inspired the biblical 
writers. 

We can be like Christ by purposely deciding to deny our own glory and yielding to Scripture.    


