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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 
Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 
Philippians 2:1-13 
 
2 Therefore, if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort in love, any sharing in the 
Spirit, any sympathy, 2 complete my joy by thinking the same way, having the same love, being 
united, and agreeing with each other. 3 Don’t do anything for selfish purposes, but with humility 
think of others as better than yourselves. 4 Instead of each person watching out for their own 
good, watch out for what is better for others. 5 Adopt the attitude that was in Christ Jesus: 
 
6 Though he was in the form of God, 
        he did not consider being equal with God something to exploit. 
7 But he emptied himself 
        by taking the form of a slave 
        and by becoming like human beings. 
When he found himself in the form of a human, 
8         he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, 
        even death on a cross. 
9 Therefore, God highly honored him 
        and gave him a name above all names, 
10     so that at the name of Jesus everyone 
        in heaven, on earth, and under the earth might bow 
11         and every tongue confess 
            that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 
 
Carry out your salvation 
12 Therefore, my loved ones, just as you always obey me, not just when I am present but now 
even more while I am away, carry out your own salvation with fear and trembling. 13 God is the 
one who enables you both to want and to actually live out his good purposes. 
 



The first time I met my friend DeAmon, he asked me this question. I’ve since learned it’s a 
favorite question of his, and I’ve come to appreciate it. On that first day we met each other, 
I was prepared for the usual pleasantries, chatting about what we do, where we live, maybe 
who all we know… but he surprised me by skipping over all of that and instead leading with 
this question: What brings you joy? That’s a good question indeed. 
 
I don’t know about you but I find there is a whole lot going on in this world today that does 
not bring me joy. And while I do not think it’s helpful to pretend reality isn’t real, I also know 
that we cannot dwell in the pits of despair. There is much to grieve in our world but there is 
also, as DeAmon’s excellent question reminds me, always something that sparks joy. We 
just have to notice it. And so, I’ve been asking myself that question: What brings me joy 
these days? I’ll ask you that question too: What is bringing you joy? 
 
As I ask that question this morning, my mind replays the events of yesterday and the joy I 
experienced at our Blessing of the Animals services. There was certainly joy in meeting the 
beloved animal companions of many families in the congregation — sweet kitties like Pearl 
and Matteo, dogs of all ages and sizes like the energetic little puppy Walle and the calm, 
dignified adult dog Holly. There was the delightful leopard gecko named Frankie and even a 
couple of gorgeous horses, Mac and Stubbs. Joy was evident as I listened to people in the 
afternoon Blessing of the Animals share their stories of how these animals came into their 
lives, hearing tales of remarkable compassion and love. Joy was found in the set-aside time 
to fellowship and just be together, whether that happened in the parking lot spread apart 
with masks on or virtually over ZOOM. Perhaps more than all of that: What brought me joy 
was the reminder that even in the midst of unending tragedy, uncertainty, and troubling 
news, we can and should have the audacity to bless dogs, cats, lizards, and horses — to 
celebrate the gifts their lives offer us and to see them as God sees them, to proclaim them 
so very loved. To the casual observer, such acts might seem frivolous these days, but, as a 
person of abiding faith and hope, it felt so very appropriate. 
 
What brings you joy? I think the Apostle Paul would appreciate that question, especially in 
this season of challenges, even suffering. In the weekly newsletter, I shared with you all 
that Paul’s Letter to the Philippians is remarkably optimistic. It’s not a long letter by any 
means, and yet Paul manages to work in the idea of rejoicing at least sixteen times, all 
while writing from a context of suffering and struggle. Paul clearly believes that joy is 
appropriate even still and encourages his readers to find some joy themselves. 
 



Today, our scripture reading brings us into the second chapter of Paul’s letter, where the 
topics get a little heavier. Starting in verse six of this chapter, Paul begins quoting someone 
else’s words:  

Though he was in the form of God, 
        he did not consider being equal with God something to exploit. 
But he emptied himself by taking the form of a slave 
        and by becoming like human beings. 
When he found himself in the form of a human, 
        he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, 
        even death on a cross. 
Therefore, God highly honored him and gave him a name above all names, 
    so that at the name of Jesus everyone 
        in heaven, on earth, and under the earth might bow 
        and every tongue confess 
            that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

 
These six verses are believed to be one of the earliest Christian hymns, perhaps one 
already known to the Philippians since Paul doesn’t bother to add commentary about the 
words’ origin, suggesting an assumption of familiarity. It is interesting to me that Paul, who 
never seems to be short on words, chooses in this moment to rely on this hymn text to 
make his point. However, I can appreciate the instinct to let the lyrical beauty of these 
words tells this part of the story. Charles Wesley, a co-founder of Methodism, recognized 
the power of sung words to shape our faith, penning more than 6,000 theologically-rich 
hymns in his lifetime, many of which we continue to sing today. Regardless of Paul’s 
motivation, he chooses to drop this hymn into his letter to tell his readers something 
important about Christ. 
 
This is a passage that inevitably comes up in seminary courses, demanding serious 
academic inquiry and serving as the basis for a key theological concept: kenosis. The Greeks 
use this word to describe the idea of self-emptying, of making oneself nothing. 
Theologically, this notion points us toward Christ’s sacrificial act on the cross, giving up his 
divine nature and power so that he could suffer in solidarity with humankind. In Christian 
theology, this idea of kenosis is not simply about annihilating one’s sense of self simply for 
the sake of giving up power. Rather it is rooted in the idea of being willing to empty oneself 
so that God’s Spirit and will can then pour in to fill up the now open and receptive life. 
 



All that said, I’m not interested in having a lengthy academic discussion of theology today. 
Instead, I would like us to spend our time considering the implication of this passage and 
these ideas on our lives today. Paul includes this rich description of Christ in his letter not 
simply for the purposes of theological instruction. He expects us to apply these words to 
ourselves, saying in verse five, right before he launches into this Christological poetry, 
“Adopt the attitude that was in Christ Jesus.” The New Revised Standard Version translates 
this as, “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus.”  
 
Sometimes, I hear this passage interpreted as a personal call to radical humility, a sort of 
individual spiritual challenge of extreme piety. It is worth considering, however, the 
audience of Paul’s letter. Paul addressed this letter to his beloved Philippians, a fledgling 
Christian community struggling to live out their faith authentically. While individuals would 
hear his words, this letter was intended to encourage and challenge the entire, gathered 
church at Philippi. He leads into this part of the letter with words that are clearly directed at 
the community as a whole, urging them to cultivate a spirit of unity and mutual care. He is 
writing this letter to encourage their continued growth in their common life. Read with that 
context, we can now hear this call to have the “same mind” as a call to communal 
consciousness.  
 
So, what does that communal consciousness look like? He gives us some hints in the first 
few verses, suggesting this call is about love, unity, and prioritizing those with the greatest 
needs. Then, in the quoted hymn, Paul seems to be pointing us toward this model Christ 
gives us for choosing to set aside selfish desires in favor of giving life to others. Perhaps the 
key word there is “choosing.” If we are looking to Christ as our model, the self-emptying 
here does not come out of obligation but rather is a free, generous, and life-giving act of 
love, for Christ is no victim. No power on earth could force him to be humbled. Rather, he 
chose to pour himself out and empty himself of all power and privilege — in this case to the 
point of crucifixion — because it ushered in life and love that was so much greater than 
anything we could achieve on our own. Paul is inviting us, the Church, to do likewise. 
 
What does it look like for us, Meridian Street United Methodist Church in the year 2020, to 
answer this call? In some ways, it feels very different from the ways the church in Philippi 
might have responded. They were concerned with things like getting a new Church up and 
running in a world that wasn’t quite sure what to make of them. Perhaps they were also 
worried about retribution from the State since their fearless leader was once again in 
prison. So for them, a call to self-giving sacrifice was probably in line with how they were 
already living. None of those concerns, though, resonate with our context today. Instead, 



we operate largely from a position of power and privilege. You could argue our public 
influence is waning, as the broader culture is less and less interested in engaging with the 
Church, but for the most part, we don’t live as a community defined by self-sacrifice. To be 
clear, I’m not suggesting we aren’t generous people. We are. It’s just that we can easily be 
the Church today without giving up too much along the way. And yet, these words Paul 
wrote a couple thousand years ago still call to us: “Meridian Street, adopt the attitude that 
was in Christ…. who emptied and humbled himself in complete obedience to God.” 
 
Perhaps for us, this call is asking us to let go of that power, privilege, and influence we’ve 
historically held so that we might instead be a servant to our community. It might mean 
realigning our priorities so that we stand fully in the midst of the suffering world, choosing 
solidarity with the most marginalized over our own desires. Perhaps we can hear Paul’s 
words as an encouragement to think collectively about what it looks like to be a church in 
Indianapolis that pours itself out in radical life-giving love for all of our neighbors, 
regardless of whether they ever step foot in our building or logon for livestream worship.  
 
I believe we do this somewhat already. I would suggest to you that our choice to worship in 
this way is an example of humility for the sake of others, as we are willingly forgoing our 
longing desire to worship in our beautiful sanctuary and see each other face to face so that 
we can prioritize the health of our community, the common good. That feels like adopting 
the attitude of Christ to me. 
 
You probably heard me suggesting in the opening of this sermon that I see a whole lot of 
tragedy around us today. Some of it is the personal tragedy of loved ones dying. It’s also 
the collective grief we bear from this pandemic and all of its effects on our health, our 
economy, our children. I see tragedy in our political life, as we seem to be losing sight of 
our core values of civic engagement, dialogue, and mutual respect that undergird our 
democracy. I see tragedy in the continued destruction of the earth, as we watch it warm, 
flood, and even burn. I see tragedy in the all too commonplace violence in this city, 
watching this week as a friend grieves the murder of her teenage son. Paul wrote about the 
suffering of his day, and, friends, there is still so much suffering today. Our question then 
is: How are we, as the community of the Church, choosing to stand in that place so that 
there might be collective flourishing of life? How are we choosing to be empty so that all of 
us might be filled? 
 
I think back to that question my friend DeAmon asks: What brings you joy? Perhaps our call 
today, as we hear these words in Philippians anew is to consider how we might be bringers 



of joy into our world by emptying ourselves of the self-centered things we cling to so that 
we might center instead on self-giving, so that we might be filled to overflowing with God’s 
Spirit and, in a suffering world, practice radical love. And, in the process, we just might find 
that self-emptying love brings us joy. 
 
Friends, this is the Good News: No matter what the world throws at us, there is a way to 
practice love. There is a way to be community. There is a way to keep hope alive, to find joy 
in the midst, and to carry the burdens together. This is the power made available to us 
through the gift of the Spirit. This is God with us, as witnessed in the life and death and 
resurrection of Christ. Christ shows us the way. Christ shows us what is possible in the 
world today. Thanks be to God! 
 


