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“FINDING THE JOY – 6” 
Christ, our Model & Motivation 

Philippians 2:5-11 
 
We’re moving on this week in our exploration of Paul’s letter to his friends in the Roman colony of 

Philippi to a little section that, for many people, is probably the best-known part of the letter.   These 

words are usually set out in printed versions of the Bible as a poem or song, and that’s what most scholars 

think they are.  It’s thought that Paul was just using an already existing Christian poem about Jesus Christ 

– a kind of early worship song.  In fact, it’s very often referred to as the Carmen Christi, the Song of 

Christ and it helps us focus our gaze on the one who is at the very heart of our faith, the one from whom 

we take our name – Christ-ians.  It’s an amazing piece of writing – succinct, descriptive, profound, even 

slightly enigmatic. 

 

But let’s just backtrack a bit and remind ourselves what we’ve seen so far in our reflections on this letter.  

The Apostle Paul is in prison in Ephesus as a result of his preaching of the Gospel.  He is in isolation and 

lockdown, a situation most of us have been sharing with him for the past few weeks – although we 

haven’t had chains, manacles and guards to cope with.  Paul was denied his freedom and his contacts with 

others were heavily regulated.  He was unable to travel and had no opportunity to preach, other than to 

those who were guarding him.  And yet, in all that, he has continued to write about his joy and has been 

encouraging his readers to rejoice with him.  He’s been able to set his own difficulties within a much 

larger picture.  He has put things in perspective as he has acknowledged that others are praying for him 

and his own situation has prompted others to get involved in his work.  And in the light of eternity, he 

knows that what he’s going through will eventually be sorted out and he has and everlasting future with 

God in his Kingdom to look forward to anyway. 

 

Last week we saw that the only fly in the ointment, as it were, was a fear that his readers were not totally 

united, so he gave them some advice to try and help them live and work together more effectively.  They 

are to ensure that they look out for each other’s interests and do their best to eradicate any selfishness and 

self-promotion from their lives.  What they should be doing is trying to emulate Jesus and adopt his 

attitude to life and to each other (v5).  And that advice is good still today – take your eyes off your own 

concerns and look to Jesus.  The writer of The Letter to the Hebrews makes that clear in another very 

well-known verse – Hebrews 12:1,2 says, “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of 

witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with 

perseverance the race marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For 

the joy set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the 

throne of God.”  So what is there in these words that can inspire us?  Let’s have a look. 

 



 

1. EXILE AND EXECUTION 

It begins with exile.  Jesus took voluntary exile from heaven as he left all the glory and power which was 

his from before the beginning of the world.  Just think of the most extravagant picture you can remember 

of celestial lights and angelic beings.  Try and imagine the sounds that must have accompanied it.  And 

then pause to realise that that is only a hint of what the throne room of heaven is like.  Or read through 

bits of Revelation and in your mind’s eye try to experience all that majesty and power and pomp and 

splendour.  That’s the glory in which Jesus had lived from the eternity before time began.  And he was 

prepared to give that up to come and get involved in this broken and hurting world, this world in which 

glory is fleeting and fading, and not even a pale reflection of the glory of heaven.  It’s like having to leave 

the place that you’ve always called home, but a place which is comfortable and peaceful and affluent and 

friendly to go and live far away in a place of war and scarcity – like leaving Lichfield for the back end of 

Yemen, but imagine that kind of disjunction multiplied thousands of times. 

 

Jesus left the glory of heaven and came into our world as the baby of Bethlehem: he “made himself 

nothing, taking the very nature of a servant” (v6).  Having escaped an attempt on his life, he wandered 

around Palestine with, as far as we can tell, no home, no possessions, no comforts.  He put up with 

persecution, misunderstanding, frustration, exhaustion, temptation.  That route of self-giving and self-

sacrifice led inevitably to the cross of Calvary as he hung alongside the two criminals and in front of a 

crowd of curious onlookers and grieving friends. 

 

And the pains and the pressures of living as a human being ended in execution (v8), really taking the 

place of you and of me.  After a brief, brilliant ministry, Jesus was set up, betrayed, judged by a kangaroo 

court, and then nailed naked to a rough wooden cross in probably the most painful and deeply humiliating 

punishment that could be imagined.  As he hung there in the scorching Palestinian sun he acted as a kind 

of lightning conductor for all the evil in our world, somehow dealing with the effects and consequences of 

sin for all who were prepared to believe in him an accept his Father’s offer of grace.  He was executed as 

the means of God executing his eternally conceived plan to offer humanity a new start and an eternal 

hope. 

 

2. EXCHANGE AND EXAMPLE 

From time to time on television you see a series about people who swap lifestyles – a rich MP going to 

live in a council flat; a strict British parent going to look after a bunch of Bohemian American brats; a 

multi-millionaire going undercover in some violent ghetto.  The story of Jesus’ earthly life is, in a sense, 

the ultimate reality show – the impossibly rich and powerful Son of God swapping places (except it’s a 

one-way exchange) with the son of a regular Palestinian artisan.  Jesus exchanged the majesty and 



invincibility of a deity for the helplessness and vulnerability of a new-born baby boy (v7).  It was, if you 

think about it, an enormous risk for him.  No doubt God protected him to the extent that he protects any 

other human being, but all kinds of things could have happened to that little baby which would have 

spelled a premature end to God’s plan of salvation. 

 

But from his birth into our ordinary world to his death on the cross, through the life of service and 

humility which he led in Galilee and Judea, Jesus set us an example of love and compassion that we 

should all be attempting to follow.  His was the kind of life that Paul is holding up as an aspirational goal 

for humanity.  That’s the context in which Paul writes these words (v5).  Jesus himself talks about being 

an example for his followers in John 13:15 (“I have set you an example that you should do as I have done 

for you”), and Paul takes up that language in 1 Corinthians 11:1, inviting – no, commanding – us to look 

to Jesus as a model for our lives (“Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ”). 

 

But, as we’ve noted so many times before, you can’t divorce that from what we’ve already said about the 

death of Jesus.  Jesus cannot be simply an example, a model.  He’s not just someone to whose lifestyle we 

are called to aspire.  It’s impossible for us to live as he did. We can never attain to his holiness of life and 

his capacity for love, without something that can really motivate us and energise us.  His death on our 

behalf provides the motivation – as the great Puritan Richard Baxter so eloquently writes in his The 

Reformed Pastor – and his Holy Spirit living within us provides the energy.  Baxter wrote this to some 

fellow ministers in Worcester back in 1651 – he should have been meeting with them, but he was ill so 

sent them a copy of what he was intending to say: actually an entire book! 

Oh then, let us hear these arguments of Christ whenever we feel ourselves grow dull and 
careless: “Did I die for these souls, and will you not look after them? Were they worth my 
blood, and are they not worth your labour? Did I come down from heaven to earth, “to seek 
and to save what was lost;” and yet you will not go next door, or to the next street or village, 
to seek them? How small your humility and labour are compared to mine! I debased myself 
for this; but it is your honour to be employed for it. Have I done and suffered so much for 
their salvation, and was I willing to make you a fellow-worker with me, and yet you refuse to 
do that little task which relies on your hands?” 

 

 

3. EXALTED AND EXTOLLED 

But, of course, the death of Jesus was by no means the end of the story.  Yes, his death was suffered in the 

place of sinful humanity – of you and me – and it enables us to be forgiven and reconciled by God.  And 

when we pause to reflect on just what it means for us, that also gives us our motivation for trying to 

follow his example.  But Jesus was brought back to life and returned to heaven where he is now exalted – 

raised to a place of honour alongside his Father God (“Therefore God exalted him to the highest place 

and gave him the name that is above every name” v9).  Jesus has gone back to the place that he left, the 

place from which he was exiled in order to expedite God’s plan for the salvation of humanity.  He is now 



reaping the reward of his obedience as he shares in the glory of heaven and receives the adulation of the 

angels who announced his birth. 

 

As Jesus shares in his Father’s glory, so we extol him (v10) along with all creation (“at the name of Jesus 

every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth”), worshipping him for the 

transformation which is possible in our lives because of the transformation he underwent for us.  We 

confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God – in our songs and hymns, in our prayers, in our 

worship, work and witness.  We remind ourselves of the wonderful intervention of God in our world – the 

truth that God himself, is here among us – Emmanuel, God with us. 

 

If we are to rejoice in our current situation – in any situation – if we are to follow the advice and the 

example of Paul, then we need to look at Jesus.  Reflect on who he is and on what he has done.  Worship 

him for his greatness and thank him for his activity in your life and in his world.  Look at his attitude and 

adopt that as your own, driven by the desire to respond to his amazing grace.  There is just so much for 

which to be thankful in Jesus, that, if you do start to let it affect you, if you do start to adopt his attitude, if 

you do start to live your life as he calls you to, you’ll find yourself starting to experience some of that joy 

which so characterised Paul’s life too. 

 

  



“FINDING THE JOY – 6” 
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Philippians 2:5-11 
 
Last week we saw that the only fly in the ointment, as it were, of Paul’s rejoicing was a fear that his 
readers were not totally united, so he gave them some advice to try and help them live and work 
together more effectively.  They are to ensure that they look out for each other’s interests and do their 
best to eradicate any selfishness and self-promotion from their lives.  What they should be doing is 
trying to emulate Jesus and adopt his attitude to life and to each other (v5).  And that advice is good 
still today – take your eyes off your own concerns and look to Jesus.  (Look at Hebrews 12:1,2.) 
  
1. EXILE AND EXECUTION 
It begins with exile.  Jesus took voluntary exile from heaven as he left all the glory and power which 
was his from before the beginning of the world.  And the pains and the pressures of living as a human 
being ended in execution (v8), really taking the place of you and of me.  He was executed as the 
means of God executing his eternally conceived plan to offer humanity a new start and an eternal hope. 
 
2. EXCHANGE AND EXAMPLE 
The story of Jesus’ earthly life is the story of the impossibly rich and powerful Son of God swapping 
places (except it’s a one-way exchange) with the son of a regular Palestinian artisan.  Jesus exchanged 
the majesty and invincibility of a deity for the helplessness and vulnerability of a new-born baby boy 
(v7).  But from his birth into our ordinary world to his death on the cross, through the life of service and 
humility which he led in Galilee and Judea, Jesus set us an example of love and compassion that we 
should all be attempting to follow.  Look at John 13:15 and 1 Corinthians 11:1. 
 
But Jesus cannot be simply an example, a model.  He’s not just someone to whose lifestyle we are 
called to aspire.  It’s impossible for us to live as he did. We can never attain to his holiness of life and his 
capacity for love, without something that can really motivate us and energise us.  His death on our 
behalf provides the motivation and his Holy Spirit living within us provides the energy. 
 
3. EXALTED AND EXTOLLED 
But, of course, the death of Jesus was by no means the end of the story.  He was brought back to life 
and returned to heaven where he is now exalted – raised to a place of honour alongside his Father God 
(v9).  As Jesus shares in his Father’s glory, so we extol him (v10) along with all creation, worshipping 
him for the transformation which is possible in our lives because of the transformation he underwent for 
us. 
 
If we are to rejoice in our current situation – in any situation – if we are to follow the advice and the 
example of Paul, then we need to look at Jesus.  Reflect on who he is and on what he has done.  
Worship him for his greatness and thank him for his activity in your life and in his world.  Look at his 
attitude and adopt that as your own, driven by the desire to respond to his amazing grace. 
 

For reflection and discussion 
 

1) Why is it so important that we focus on Jesus in our everyday lives?  Do you find that easy to do?  
What helps you to do that? 

 
2) What aspects of Jesus’ humility should we try to emulate? 
 
3) In what way was Jesus being “obedient to death”? 
 
4) How can we daily strive to have the same attitude as Jesus? 
 
5) What does it mean in practice to “confess that Jesus Christ is Lord”?  How should it be seen in our 

lives? 
 



6) What will you do as a result of reading and reflecting on this passage? 
 

 


