
Phil. 2, humility and posture, 2017 

 Not quite 100 years ago, the famed English composer Ralph Vaughn Williams 

wrote a haunting hymn tune to lyrics composed over a hundred years prior to that, written 

by Christine Noel, the daughter of a vicar of the Anglican church.  Christine Noel based 

her hymn lyrics on a much earlier hymn, arguably one of, or maybe, the earliest Christian 

hymn:  the words before us from Philippians 2 this morning.  St. Paul folds a hymn 

within the words of this letter, which he is writing to his favorite congregation, the 

congregation of Philippi. Beginning with verse 6, and continuing on through verse 11, 

virtually every Biblical scholar agrees that we find an early Christian hymn in this letter. 

“Christ, who though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as 

something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in 

human likeness.  And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became 

obedient to the point of death.  Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the 

name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in 

heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus 

Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”    Like the best of hymnody in any age, 

this hymn is a summary of the entire Gospel: the original creation through the Godhead,  

the incarnation,  crucifixion, and  resurrection of Christ, are all referenced in this ancient 

song.  Scholars call it the kenosis hymn---kenosis being the Greek word for “empty”—the 

word of verse 7---Christ emptied himself---that emptying being the  essence of 

Incarnation and humility.  Since Paul wrote this letter most likely in the decade of 50 AD, 

and the hymn is already established to be quoted, it was likely composed in the decade 

following Christ’s death and resurrection, making it about 2000 years old.  We will sing 



it shortly, keeping alive the theology this hymn proclaims about the mystery of Christ’s 

incarnation for over 2 millennia now. There is nothing trite, shallow, or temporary about 

this text or the truth it contains.   

 Verse one of Christine Noel’s hymn reads, “At the name of Jesus, every knee 

shall bow.  Every tongue confess him King of Glory now.  Tis the Father’s pleasure we 

should call Him Lord, Who from the beginning was the Mighty Word.”  We may admire 

how Christine Noel brings to our contemporary ears the lyricism of this ancient song, 

also lifting up the mysterious reality of the incarnation of the Eternal Word.  So wondrous 

is this mystery, that it leads us to kneel. 

 And with image of kneeling, we leave for a moment the serene contemplation of 

this profound and ancient hymn, to focus briefly on our angst ridden, often ridiculous 

contemporary culture and the area in which body posture is front and center right here 

and now---let’s see, what would that be again?  Right!  NFL football.   

 Some people are fools for football.  I happen to be one of them. But as you know, 

if you inhabit the planet earth, the biggest story in football in the NFL these days is not 

the game but what happens before the game.  I generally miss this part, because I 

consider our national anthem to be nearly unsingable, and I almost always find the 

performance of it by some rock star or country singer to be too painful to bear.  But, as 

you know, the anthem is performed and the flag is displayed in some manner before the 

game begins.  Traditionally, all stand in respect to the flag.  Recently, some football 

players, particularly those who are African American, and a great many football players 

are, have taken to sitting or kneeling as an act of protest against racism during this time.  I 

have been a pastor for over 30 years now, and I am far too wily to comment upon this in 



and of itself.  But what I will point out is the uproar this simple act of posture has 

provoked.  I mean, no one is burning flags or mooning the national anthem singer as they 

slaughter the song---it’s just a matter of standing, sitting or kneeling.  But this has 

produced an incredible reaction from our admittedly reactive,  ever ready to divide and 

get mad society.  This leads me to believe that our posture, our body language, is actually 

quite powerful, particularly in relation to symbols held dear.  And it started me thinking 

about our posture in church, and in relation to this Scripture text, which references, 

“taking a knee”, if you like; kneeling before the Lord. 

 Because think with me here….where do we, in modern society, intentionally 

stand, kneel, and sit within any given hour?  Apart from perhaps yoga or gardening or 

house cleaning, I am willing to state that worship is the time we are most likely to do 

those things, particularly to do them with intent.  Intent beyond pulling out a weed or 

scrubbing out the bathtub.  Within worship, certain postures are considered conducive to 

certain actions and attitudes, correct?  This is all written into the rubrics of the service, 

those little italic instructions in red in the current hymnal.  We don’t just stand, because I 

suddenly feel an urge to stretch; there’s a reason, an intention, behind each posture during 

worship. We stand when we are addressing God or offering praise or making creedal 

statements.  And so, we stand during the opening liturgy and hymns, when the Gospel is 

read, when we proclaim the creed and when we pray.  We sit when we are in a mode of 

reception:  receiving the word of the Scriptures, apart from the Gospel, or listening to the 

sermon.  Or sitting in quiet contemplation while the offering is taken or others are 

receiving Holy Communion, so that we can appreciate the truly beautiful music provided 

for our contemplation by our gifted musicians.  This was a hint, by the way.  And when 



do we kneel?  If our church had kneelers, which it does not, kneeling is an option during 

the Order of Confession at the beginning of the service.  And when we do Holy 

Communion at the altar, as we do this morning, we kneel at the altar when we receive the 

body and blood of Christ. We intentionally have communion at the rail once a month, as 

opposed to communion by intinction.  This is because even though intinction takes less 

time during the service and is easier to clean up afterwards, we recognize that it is 

important to kneel before the Lord.  So, we do so at least monthly for Holy Communion.  

And, when we come forward for healing and anointing, we also kneel.  When young 

people are confirmed, they kneel at the altar railing for the prayer. What does such 

kneeling indicate?  An attitude of humility, of being open to God’s forgiveness and 

blessing, of the recognition that God is Creator, and we are the Creatures.  Let me point 

out, of course, that all of these postures are assumed “as you are able”—in other words, 

it’s the spiritual attitude that matters, if the physical posture is not possible.  Interestingly, 

each of these postures—standing, sitting or kneeling-- also shows respect and reverence, 

within a church setting at least. But kneeling is the posture within worship that indicates 

the greatest reverence.  And this ancient hymn of the early church in our text this 

morning assures us that kneeling before God is the appropriate posture to take, an act of 

fealty, of acknowledgement, of humility before our Lord.  Where ever else we may or 

may not kneel, to do so in the presence of God is both appropriate and natural, an act of 

reverence for our Lord.  

 Let’s consider this ancient hymn and see how it helps to flesh out our 

understanding of this Lord to whom we kneel.  This song about Christ included in 

Philippians reflects primarily upon the humility and obedience of Jesus.  Though a part of 



the Godhead, Christ was willing to empty himself—kenosis--to be born of a human 

mother, to humble himself to a terrible death on a the cross for our salvation.  Isn’t it 

ironic that God, the most powerful and awesome Being in the universe, is also the most 

humble?  Nowhere is that more clearly evident than in the life and character of Jesus.  

Think about the thread of genuine humility that characterized Jesus’ life.  His entrance 

into our world, his birth, was certainly of humble quality.  One medieval poet wrote:  

O Lord, Creator of all things 

How art thou lowly, now and small 

That Thou should’st lie on withered grass 

Where fed the humble ox and ass? 

 

Jesus’ birth in a barn to a poor couple is followed by that new family fleeing to Egypt as 

refugees.  Upon their return to their home country, Jesus lives the life of a common first 

century laborer, a carpenter.  A contemporary Japanese hymn paints this picture of Jesus: 

In a lowly manger born, humble life begun in scorn, 

Under Joseph’s watchful eye, Jesus grew as you and I; 

Knew the sufferings of the weak, knew the patience of the meek 

Hungered as but poor folk can.  This is he; behold the man! 

We know that Jesus associated with folks from all walks of life; that he lived the simple 

life of a carpenter and then an itinerant teacher; that he made a point of spending time 

with people that many would consider pointless: the dying, the disabled, the socially 

outcast.  We know that when he enters Jerusalem for the last week of his life on Palm 

Sunday, he chooses a humble means of transportation.  He could have ridden in on an 

impressive steed, a  powerful horse of war.  He chooses a donkey instead, an animal that 

will remind the people of his time of a verse in the Old Testament that refers to a king 

coming in peace and humility, riding a donkey.    And later that week on Maundy 

Thursday, Jesus further lives out his humility by washing the feet of his disciples, a truly 



lowly task.  He even says to them, “As I have washed your feet, so you ought to wash one 

another’s feet.”  That has to be one of the least frequently obeyed commandments in 

Scripture.  How often do we wash another’s feet?  That seems like a smelly, sweaty task 

that is beneath our dignity.  But, it was not beneath God’s dignity.  This same willingness 

to act in humility will lead Christ to die on a cross, in obedience to God’s plan on Good 

Friday.  As our lesson said, “Christ emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being 

born in human likeness.  And being in human form, he humbled himself and became 

obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross.”  Jesus’ humility leads him to obey 

God and to live and die for love.  The scandalous truth of the extent to which the Divine 

will go to save a broken humanity and all of creation, leads us to kneel. 

 There are any number of entities in this world that call for our fealty, our 

obedience, our reverence, our passion.  Some of them can quickly become negative in 

and of themselves, consumerism or materialism, for example.  But many are good, God 

given blessings: our church,  our country, our family, our work, our interests, even our 

football team.  Nevertheless, there is only One before Whom we should offer our ultimate 

reverence, allegiance, and obedience, and that is our Lord. The One Who was so willing 

to humble Himself for our sake inspires within us our deepest humility and reverence.  

Not humility, as in low self esteem or door mat like behavior---you do not see Jesus 

model that in the Gospels in any way, shape, or form.  But humility and reverence as in 

acknowledging that God alone is all holy, all loving, all good, and all willing to go to any 

length to create, redeem, and renew us.   

 There are a number of ways we can express our love and gratitude to Jesus for the 

humility and love he shows us.  Ways that we move from kneeling in reverence to action. 



One way is worship.  We’re doing that this morning.  Another way is to follow him.  

There are those who point out that while Jesus never actually instructs us to worship him, 

he frequently calls us to follow him.  So, how might you and I follow in this humble 

example of discipleship?  It is a path that lacks glamour or public acknowledgement.  I 

mean, don’t you wish you could do some magnificently humble act that everyone could 

see and so acknowledge your great humility?  Unfortunately, humility isn’t like that.  It’s 

more like doing what we do every day, because God calls us to do it; but doing it in love, 

as if for Christ Himself.  Helen Keller once wrote, “I long to accomplish a great a noble 

task, but it is my chief duty to accomplish small tasks as if they were great and noble.”  

Small tasks like washing our grandchildren’s dirty feet or massaging the tired and aching 

feet of our spouse.  Small tasks like emptying the trash or raking an elderly neighbor’s 

yard.  Humble actions like teaching Children’s Church  or making meatballs for the 

fishcake dinner or cutting squares for quilts or putting up cabinets in the back room or  

attending a council meeting or serving as a communion assistant or assembling the 

newsletter or changing the light bulbs in the ceiling lights.  Small and humble tasks that 

make a difference, because when we do them together they create a cumulative impact, 

and God’s will is accomplished through us.  When we serve others in humble obedience, 

it is as though we are serving Christ.  When in humility, we love our families and 

neighbors and strangers, we are a part of God’s will in this world.  And we are following 

the example of the One who emptied Himself for us---kenosis---the God of the galaxies 

Who is the humblest of all among us.  Amen.  


