Philippians 2:7



- is the strong adversative conjunction ALLA, meaning “but” followed by the accusative direct object from the third person masculine singular reflexive pronoun HEAUTOU, meaning “Himself” and referring to our Lord Jesus Christ in hypostatic union.  Then we have third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb KENOW, which means “(1)  to make empty; (2) to cause to be without result or effect, destroy, render void or of no effect; ‘no one will deprive me of my reason for boasting’ 1 Cor 9:15; ‘faith is made invalid’ Rom 4:14; ‘in order that the cross of Christ might not be made invalid’ 1 Cor 1:17; ‘so that our boast about you might not prove empty 2 Cor 9:3.”


1.  The meaning “to make empty” cannot logically or theologically be used here, because it implies that our Lord in hypostatic union somehow drained, poured out, or emptied himself of His divine essence.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  Deity cannot rid itself of its essence or what it is, just as an angel cannot change what it is or a man change what he or she is.  We are essentially or in essence what we are.  God cannot stop being God.  Jesus Christ could not stop being the second person of the Trinity.  Deity is immutable and cannot change.

2.  Therefore, since our Lord could not empty himself of His deity, all He could do is deprive himself of the normal use of His own deity.  He could not stop being what He was, but He could force Himself to not use His sovereignty, omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence.  He could not force Himself to not continue to use His love, grace, eternal life, righteousness, justice, immutability, and veracity to benefit Himself independently of the Father’s will.  He was still truthful, gracious, loving, righteous, fair, etc. even though He had taken on the form of a perfect man.

3.  Therefore, I add some sort of explanatory phrase to indicate that which it was necessary that the deity of Christ derive Himself.  “The normal function of deity” is the best explanation of what He deprived Himself.
“but He deprived Himself [of the normal function of deity],”
- is the accusative direct object from the feminine singular noun MORPHĒ, which means “form, outward appearance, shape of bodily form; he took on the form of a slave=expression of servility Phil 2:7.  This is in contrast to the expression of divinity in the preexistent Christ: although he was in the form [essence] of God in verse 6.”
  This word means “the nature or character of something, with emphasis upon both the internal and external form—’nature, character.’ ‘He always had the very nature of God’ Phil 2:6; ‘He took on the nature of a servant’ Phil 2:7.”
  This is followed by the descriptive genitive from the masculine singular noun DOULOUS, meaning “of a slave, servant.”  Then we have the nominative masculine singular aorist active participle from the verb LAMBANW, which means “to receive.”

The aorist tense is a culminative aorist, which looks at the hypostatic union of our Lord in its entirety, but regards it from the standpoint of its existing results; that is, what happened after He received the form of a slave.  It is translated by the English auxiliary verb “has/have.”

The active voice indicates that our Lord produced the action of receiving the form of a slave.


The action of the aorist participle precedes the action of the main verb KENOW, which indicates that first our Lord received the form of a slave (a human being) and then He deprived Himself of the normal function of deity.  Logically He could not reverse the order.  The big question is what kind of participle do we have here: a temporal participle “when He had received the form of a servant” or instrumental “by receiving the form of a servant”?


“This text satisfies the regular criteria for a participle of means: (1) The participle follows the verb; and (2) the verb is vague, almost begging to be defined.  Taking it as a result participle is problematic, since it is aorist; leaving it as a temporal participle leaves the meaning of  unexplained (and such an act is not explained otherwise in the following verses). The biggest difficulty with seeing as means is that emptying is normally an act of subtraction, not addition.  But the imagery should not be made to walk on all fours.  As an early hymn, it would be expected to have a certain poetic license.  Further, Paul seems to have hinted at this meaning in his instructions to the saints in verse 3: ‘[Think] nothing from selfishness or conceit ()’.  The Philippians were told not to puff themselves up with ‘empty glory’ (), because Christ was an example of one who emptied His glory.  If this connection is intentional, then the Carmen Christi has the following force: Do not elevate yourselves on empty glory, but follow the example of Christ, who, though already elevated (on God’s level), emptied His glory by veiling it in humanity.”
  James A. Brooks and Carlton L. Winbery agree that this is an instrumental participle on page 150 of their Syntax of New Testament Greek.

“by having received the form of a servant,”
- is the preposition EN plus the locative of sphere from the neuter singular noun HOMOIWMA, which means “the state of being similar to something—’similarity, likeness, being similar.’ ‘appearing in human likeness’ or ‘coming to be like a person’ Phil 2:7.”
  It has two meanings: “(1) state of having common experiences, likeness; Rom 6:5 ‘if we have been united with him in the likeness of his death’ Rom 5:14 ‘sin in the likeness of Adam’s transgression’; (2) state of being similar in appearance, image, form, or copy, Rom 1:23; form, appearance: ‘the locusts resembled horses in appearance’ Rev 9:7.”
  Both meanings are true of the humanity of our Lord, however, the second meaning is more accurate than the first, since our Lord never shared in common with us the experience of committing a personal sin.  He had both common experiences and the normal state of appearance as a man.  With this we have the descriptive genitive from the masculine plural noun AHTHRWPOS, meaning “characterized by, or descriptive of mankind.”  Then we have the nominative masculine singular aorist deponent participle from the verb GINOMAI, which means “(1) to come into being through process of birth or natural production, be born, be produced Rom 1:3, ‘concerning His Son, the One who was born from the seed of David in relation to the flesh’; Gal 4:4, ‘But when the fullness of times had come, God sent forth His Son, having come into being by the woman, having come under the Law;’ 1 Cor 15:3; (2) to come into existence, be made, be created, be manufactured, be performed; (3) come into being as an event or phenomenon from a point of origin, arise, come about, develop (4) to occur as process or result, happen, turn out, take place; (5) to experience a change in nature and so indicate entry into a new condition, become something; [and several other meanings]”
  Because of Paul’s use of GINOMAI in the sense of being born in both Rom 1:3 and Gal 4:4, and because of how well the meaning fits the context and explanation of what he is saying in Philippians, this is probably its meaning here.

The aorist tense is a culminative aorist, which looks at the action in its entirety but regards it from the viewpoint of its existing results.  It is translated by the English auxiliary verb “have.”

The deponent middle is middle in form but active in meaning, our Lord having produced the action in His humanity.

The action of the aorist participle precedes the action of the main verb.  Our Lord had to be born as a true human being before He could deprive Himself of the normal function of deity.  The participle is also a concessive participle, which implies that the state or action of the main verb is true in spite of the state or action of the participle.  Its force is usually best translated with the word although.
“although He had been born in the likeness of mankind.”
- is the emphatic use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “In fact.”  This is followed by the dative of reference from the neuter singular noun SCHĒMA, which means “appearance as an element of outward form—‘appearance, form.’ ‘and his appearance was seen to be that of a person’ or ‘… like that of a person’ (literally ‘and in appearance he attained to being a person’) Phil 2:7;”
  “the generally recognized state or form in which something appears, outward appearance, form, shape of persons.”
  Then we have the nominative masculine singular aorist passive participle from the verb HEURISKW, which means “to be discovered.”

The aorist tense is a culminative aorist, which looks at the action in its entirety but regards it from the viewpoint of its existing results.  It is translated by the English auxiliary verb “have.”

The passive voice indicates that our Lord received the action of being discovered by other human beings as having the outward appearance of another human being like them.


The action of the aorist participle precedes the action of the main verb.  Our Lord had to be born as a true human being before He could humble Himself.  The participle is also a concessive participle, which implies that the state or action of the main verb is true in spite of the state or action of the participle.  Its force is usually best translated with the word although.  “Although having been discovered.”
This is followed by the comparative use of the conjunction HWS, which is used as a “marker introducing the perspective from which a person, thing, or activity is viewed or understood as to character, function, or role, meaning: as.”
  It is used here with the predicate nominative from the masculine singular noun ANTHRWPOS, meaning “a man.”
“In fact, although having been discovered in outward appearance as a man,”
Phil 2:7 corrected translation
“but He deprived Himself [of the normal function of deity], by having received the form of a servant, although He had been born in the likeness of mankind.  In fact, although having been discovered in outward appearance as a man,”
Explanation:
1.  “but He deprived Himself [of the normal function of deity],”

a.  The entire sentence this far reads: “Keep on thinking this within you, which also [was] in Christ Jesus, Who, although He existed in the essence of God, He did not think to be equal with God a gain to be seized, but He deprived Himself [of the normal function of deity], by having received the form of a servant, although He had been born in the likeness of mankind,…”

b.  Much debated throughout the Church Age has been this statement of Paul that our Lord emptied or deprived Himself.  In theology this is the subject of the doctrine of Kenosis, which is based on the Greek verb KENOW, which we have in this verse.
Doctrine of Kenosis

A.  The Origin of the Doctrine.  It is derived from the Greek word KENOW, which means to empty oneself or to deprive oneself of a proper function.

B.  The True Humiliation of the Incarnation.

1.  During the dispensation of the hypostatic union, our Lord Jesus Christ voluntarily restricted the independent use of His divine attributes in compliance with the Father’s plan for the Incarnation and the First Advent.



a.  This means that Jesus Christ did not use the attributes of His divine nature to benefit Himself, to provide for Himself, to glorify Himself, or to act independently of the plan of God by the compromise of the prototype spiritual life.  His deity was occasionally used to identify Him as God; for example, when He healed people, the calming of the hurricane instantly.


b.  One compromise of the human nature of Jesus Christ to the prototype spiritual life and there would not be any operational type spiritual life in the Church Age.



c.  The objectives of the dispensation of the hypostatic union were related to the human nature of Jesus Christ.



d.  To resist this temptation, the human nature of Jesus Christ must not call on the divine nature for help (to feed Himself after fasting for forty days).  He had to use the spiritual mechanics of the prototype spiritual life to maintain His human perfection and to be qualified to go to the Cross and be judged for the sins of the world.


2.   During the dispensation of the hypostatic union, our Lord Jesus Christ voluntarily restricted the independent use of His divine attributes in compatibility with His own objectives and purpose in living among men with their limitations.  By so doing, He established in His humanity a spiritual life which is precedent for the Church Age.  Christ voluntarily restricted the independent use of His divine attributes, but certain functions of deity continued to function, such as holding the universe together (which was for our benefit).

3.  Jesus Christ gave up the independent exercise of His divine attributes only during the dispensation of the hypostatic union.  He did not give up His divine attributes—that is a heresy.


4.  During the dispensation of the hypostatic union, our Lord veiled the pre-incarnate glory of His deity by giving up the outward appearance of God and voluntarily taking on Himself the form of man.  The glory of Christ was veiled, but never surrendered.  This glory was temporarily revealed on the Mount of Transfiguration, and at Gethsemane there was just a flash of that glory, Jn 18:6.


5.  Even though the humanity of Christ in the hypostatic union was perfect and impeccable, nevertheless, the deity of Christ was united with unglorified humanity.  Jesus Christ surrendered no attributes of His deity.



a.  This is called the doctrine of the humility of Christ.  The union of Christ to unglorified humanity is a necessary factor of humiliation.



b.  While the deity of Christ was united to a perfect true humanity, He was still subject to temptation, distress, weakness, pain, sorrow, limitation, and to more temptations than we will ever face.  Therein lies the truth of the humiliation of the First Advent.  He solved these problems from the spiritual life of His humanity by the use of the divine spiritual spiritual problem-solving devices (faith-rest, grace orientation, doctrinal orientation, a personal sense of destiny, sharing the happiness of God, occupation with the Father, personal love for others, and unconditional love for all).


c.  The glorification of the humanity of Christ was not completed until He was resurrected, ascended, and was seated at the right hand of the Father.


6.  The essence of our Lord’s deity is composed of the sum total of His divine attributes, so that a change of attribute would necessarily involve a change of essence, and this is impossible since our Lord is immutable.


7.  Therefore, during the hypostatic union, no attribute of our Lord’s divine nature was changed.  There was no suppression of divine essence.  In the hypostatic union, the divine and human natures are united without transfer of attributes.  The divine nature of Christ was not changed by the Incarnation, not changed by being voluntarily restricted.


8.  No divine attributes were transferred to His humanity and no attributes of humanity were transferred to His deity.  Infinity cannot be transferred into the finite without destroying infinity.  The attributes of deity cannot bleed over into humanity and the attributes of humanity cannot bleed over into deity.  To rob God of a single attribute of His deity would destroy His divine nature.  To rob the humanity of Christ of a single attribute of humanity would destroy His humanity in the hypostatic union.


9.  Kenosis Related to the Hypostatic Union.



a.  In the hypostatic union, Jesus Christ possessed two natures, one eternal and divine, the other human and generated.  Definition of the hypostatic union: In the person of the incarnate Christ are two natures, inseparably united, without mixture or loss of separate identity, without loss or transfer of properties or attributes, the union being personal and eternal.



b.  In the hypostatic union the divine and human natures were united without transfer of attributes.  Jesus Christ surrendered no attributes of His deity, but voluntarily restricted the independent use of these attributes in keeping with His purpose of living among men.


10.  From His own free will Jesus Christ did not use His relative attributes to benefit Himself.  This is humiliation.  The relative attributes were not surrendered, but voluntarily restricted in keeping with the Father’s plan of the First Advent.  All the temptations that Satan brought against Christ attacked kenosis, Mt 4.  This is why these temptations were unique to Christ.


11.  In the fulfillment of the Father’s plan, our Lord did not use His divine attributes to benefit Himself, to provide for Himself, or to glorify Himself.  The Lord Jesus Christ utilized the divine provision and spiritual spiritual problem-solving devices that God the Father provided in the function of His humanity on earth.  The use of spiritual spiritual problem-solving devices from His divine nature was always compatible with the Father’s purpose for the Incarnation.


12.  The humanity of Christ did perform miracles through the power of God the Holy Spirit (for example, healing).  He rebuked the storm; converted water into wine; and resuscitated Lazarus by the use of His divine power to prove that He was also deity; that is, to prove that He was the Messiah—the God of Israel living among His own people.  This use of His own deity to prove He was the Messiah was not done to glorify Himself or provide for Himself, but to prove that the Father sent Him and that He was the One promised in the Jewish Scriptures.

13.  During the First Advent, Christ depended on the provision and power of the Holy Spirit, the power of Bible doctrine, and the power of the spiritual spiritual problem-solving devices, and gave up any independent exercise of certain divine attributes, while living among men with their human limitations.



a.  Being full of grace and truth (Jn 1:14), the humanity of Christ extrapolated from His own soul spiritual problem-solving devices.  The humanity of Christ had to learn and circulate doctrine in His soul just as we must.  He concentrated these spiritual problem-solving devices in His soul as an instant reaction force to prevent the conversion of the outside pressure of adversity into the inside pressure of stress in the soul.



b.  The spiritual problem-solving devices used by the humanity of Christ were: the filling of the Spirit, the faith rest drill, grace orientation, doctrinal orientation, a personal sense of destiny, personal love for God the Father, unconditional love for all mankind, sharing the happiness of God, and occupation with God the Father.  (We have the additional spiritual problem-solving device—confession of sin, which our Lord obviously did not need.)



c.  Our Lord did not depend on His deity to execute the Father’s plan.  He depended on the One who provided the plan.  He depended on what the Father provided.  What the Father provided for Him, He provided for us.  This included the power of the Holy Spirit, Mt 12:28; Lk 4:14-18.



d.  The humanity of Christ submitted voluntarily to the non-use of His divine attributes in order to establish a precedence for the Church Age.

  

e.  He established a spiritual life in His human nature.  He did not derive His spiritual life from His divine nature.  He depended on God the Father and God the Holy Spirit, just as we do.



f.  While the deity of Christ was manifested in the performance of certain miracles, He did not use His omnipotence apart from the glorification of God the Father and the fulfillment of the divine purpose for the dispensation of the hypostatic union.  The use of divine power from His divine nature was always compatible with the Father’s plan and purpose for the Incarnation.


14.  Jesus Christ possessed eternal, unchangeable glory in His deity, and He acquired through His spiritual life a glory in His humanity.  The result of this glory in His humanity was His session at the right hand of the Father.



a.  The spiritual problem-solving devices were attributed to the humanity of Christ but the whole person was the subject.  These spiritual problem-solving devices were in the soul of our Lord from doctrine circulating in His soul.



b.  This was His spiritual life and the basis for His being able to bear our sins and remain perfect.



c.  The dispensation of the Hypostatic Union established precedence for the plan of God for the dispensation of the Church.  That precedence comes to us from the humanity of Christ in Hypostatic Union.



d.  By using the spiritual problem-solving devices in His human soul, our Lord established precedence for the Church Age believer.



e.  Not only were the spiritual problem-solving devices used by the humanity of Christ on the Cross, but more than that, they are available to us.  This is part of the mystery of Church Age doctrine.  This was never revealed to Old Testament believers.



f.  The availability of the Church Age spiritual problem-solving devices is based on  certain volitional factors in our life.




(1)  Bible doctrine must have number one priority in our life, and Bible doctrine must be more real to us than any situation in life.




(2)  The believer must learn Bile doctrine through for any of those spiritual problem-solving devices to exist.




(3)  The believer must quickly recover the filling of the Spirit and loss of fellowship, when it occurs, to maintain even the semblance of a spiritual life.


15.  The ascension of Christ terminated the dispensation of the hypostatic union with the full establishment of the glory of His humanity in hypostatic union.  Jesus Christ possessed eternal, unchangeable glory in His deity and acquired eternal and unchangeable glory in His humanity from the moment He sat down at the right hand of the Father.

C.  Definition.

1.  Kenosis is based on the fact that the union of the deity of Christ to unglorified but true humanity is a necessary factor in His humiliation.  The doctrine of kenosis recognizes that during the dispensation of the hypostatic union, our Lord voluntarily restricted the independent use of His divine attributes for the execution of God the Father’s plan, will, and purpose for the Incarnation.  He did this in compliance with the Father’s plan for the strategic victory of the angelic conflict.  For the plan for the incarnation not only called for the judgment of our sins, the provision of eternal salvation for all members of the human race, but simultaneously for the strategic victory of the angelic conflict.


2.  Under the true doctrine of kenosis, our Lord became true humanity in order to fulfill the Father’s plan for the hypostatic union.  The Lord Jesus Christ voluntarily took on Himself true humanity in order to redeem mankind from sin, in order to propitiate the justice of God the Father, and to reconcile mankind to God.


3.  Therefore, during the incarnation, Jesus Christ did not even once exercise the independent use of His own divine attributes either to benefit Himself, to provide for Himself, or to glorify Himself.  When our Lord used His deity, He did so in compliance with the will and plan of God the Father.

4.  Phil 2:5-8, “Keep on thinking this within yourselves which was also resident in Christ Jesus, who, although He existed in the essence of God, He  did not think equality with God a thing to be seized, but He laid aside His privileges, taking the form of a slave, having come to be in the likeness of men.  And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross.”
D.  The Manifestation of Kenosis in our Lord’s Evidence Testing.

1.  The true doctrine of Kenosis is illustrated by the humanity of Christ in facing evidence testing, Matt 4:1‑10.  In all three tests, He utilized the power of the Word provided by the omnipotence of the Father and the power of the Spirit in the prototype spiritual life.  The first test illustrates the principle.


2.  In the first test, Mt 4:3‑4, Jesus had gone forty days without food and was extremely hungry.  The humanity of Christ was tempted in relationship to the use of His own omnipotence to provide for Himself independent of the provision of God the Father and God the Holy Spirit.  Our Lord used doctrine learned in the prototype spiritual life to solve the problem.  He did not use His omnipotence to turn the stones into bread.


3.  In His state of extreme hunger, Satan said to Him, “If you are the Son of God [and you are], command these stones to be turned into bread.”  Jesus Christ as God is infinite, eternal, immutable omnipotence and the Creator of the universe, which Satan recognized.  Our Lord had the power to turn the entire universe into bread.


4.  But under the doctrine of kenosis, He did not use His omnipotence independently of the Father.  He refused to function independently of the Father’s plan.  He refused to rely upon His own omnipotence at any time during the incarnation.  The false doctrine says He surrendered His omnipotence; this is not true.  He had it all the time; He simply did not use it.  He waited for the provision of God the Father and the Holy Spirit.


5.  Our Lord continued to be hungry, and met Satan’s temptation with the quotation from Dt 8:3, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God.”  By this, our Lord established the fact that Bible doctrine had number one priority in His life, and He used the power of Bible doctrine to refute Satan.

6.  The temptation of Satan was designed to lure the humanity of Christ away from reliance upon the omnipotence of the Father for His logistical grace, and upon the omnipotence of the Holy Spirit inside the prototype spiritual life.


7.  Had our Lord used His own omnipotence to turn the stones into food, He would have operated independently of the Father’s plan.  His humanity would have received food, but He would never go to the cross.


8.  Our Lord used Bible doctrine to meet the test.  He used the doctrine He had learned inside the prototype spiritual life.  For according to Lk 2, our Lord “grew in wisdom and stature and in favor with God and man.”  That is a reference to His humanity inside the prototype spiritual life.


9.  Therefore, in kenosis, the humanity of Christ in Hypostatic Union voluntarily restricted the independent use of His divine attributes, including omnipotence, in compliance with the Father’s plan for the incarnation.


10.  Instead, our Lord’s humanity depended upon two categories of divine omnipotence, which had never before been available on such a grand scale:  the omnipotence of the Father in logistical grace support, and the omnipotence of the Holy Spirit inside the prototype spiritual life.   This is why our Lord did not use His own omnipotence to turn stones into bread, but instead used Bible doctrine under the ministry of the Holy Spirit.

E.  The False Doctrine of Kenosis.

1.  The traditional view says that the relative divine attributes of Christ were surrendered during the First Advent.  Kenotic theologians hold that the Logos (Jesus Christ), though retaining His divine self‑consciousness and His eminent attributes (holiness, love, and truth), surrendered His relative attributes (omniscience, omnipresence, omnipotence).  (Our Lord demonstrated His omniscience and/or omnipresence by recognizing Nathanael, Jn 1:47-49.  He used these divine attributes to demonstrate His deity, not to benefit Himself.)

2.  The Gnostic view denies that Christ had a real body or that His body was made of some heavenly substance instead of human flesh.


3.  The Lutheran view denies that the incarnation involved any humiliation.

F.  Objections to the False Doctrines of Kenosis.

1.  It is impossible for deity to surrender an attribute without changing the character of the essence from which it came.  For example, to remove any color from light destroys light.  Heb 13:8 says, “Jesus Christ, the same yesterday, today, and forever.”  Therefore, to rob God of any attribute would destroy His deity.  If Christ did not possess all the attributes of divine essence, then He did not possess true deity in the first place.  It is impossible to subtract any attribute without destroying the total essence.


2.  There is no logical basis for distinguishing between relative attributes and absolute attributes as being more or less essential to the deity of Christ.  The absolute attributes imply the necessity of the relative attributes.


3.  There are three categories of absolute attributes: spirituality, infinity, and perfection.



a.  Spirituality includes the life and personality of God.



b.  Infinity includes self‑existence, immutability and His unity.



c.  Perfection includes His holiness, truth, and love.


4.  The relative attributes of God include:



a.  Attributes related to time and space: eternity and immensity.



b.  Attributes related to creation: omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence.



c.  Attributes related to moral beings: veracity and faithfulness, which are related to His truth; mercy and goodness, which are related to His love; and justice and righteousness, which are related to His holiness.


5.  If one category of attributes is necessary for deity, it logically follows that all others are also necessary.


6.  The purpose of the Gospel of John is to prove the deity of Christ, and that He remained deity during His incarnation, and that omnipresence continued in the flesh.  Jn 1:48, 3:13.

G.  The True Concept of Kenosis.

1.  During the First Advent, Jesus Christ was both undiminished deity and true humanity in one person.


2.  Therefore, as undiminished deity, Christ did not surrender His divine attributes or empty His deity.


3.  However, Christ voluntarily restricted the independent use of His relative attributes in compliance with the Father’s plan for the incarnation.  This was the issue in His wilderness temptations.


4.  Therefore, Christ did not use His divine attributes for His own glory.  He didn’t give up His deity, but voluntarily surrendered the independent expression of that deity when it would hinder the Father’s plan.


5.  To execute the Father’s plan for the First Advent, the humanity of Christ relied on the spiritual life, logistical grace, the ministry of God the Holy Spirit, and the Bible doctrine in His soul.


6.  Consequently, the independent expression of His deity and the independent exercise of His divine attributes was not “a gain to be seized and held,” so that the Father’s plan for the First Advent would be neutralized.


7.  Therefore, Christ voluntarily took on Himself the form of a servant in order to redeem man from sin, reconcile man to God, and propitiate the Father.


8.  In fulfilling the mission of the First Advent, Jesus Christ did not exercise His divine attributes to benefit Himself, to provide for Himself, or to glorify Himself.

H.  The Factors of Kenosis.

1.  Christ gave up the outward appearance (SCHĒMA) of God, but not the essence (MORPHĒ) of God, Phil 2:7.


2.  Christ voluntarily took upon Himself “the likeness of mankind,” Phil 2:7.


3.  For this reason He prayed for glorification of His true humanity, Jn 17:5.


4.  Jesus Christ had not emptied His deity or His divine glory, but at that point He had not yet achieved the strategic victory of the angelic conflict.


5.  Therefore in Jn 17:5, Christ was praying for battlefield victory for His humanity, not for restoration of His divine glory, which had never been taken from Him.

I.  Part of the kenosis is the sustaining ministry of God the Holy Spirit to the humanity of Christ.

1.  Isaiah prophesied that a power system would come, i.e., that God the Holy Spirit would indwell a human and fill the soul.  Jesus Christ was the first one to receive this ministry.  Isa 11:1‑3, 42:1, 61:1.


2.  This ministry of the Holy Spirit is related to the virgin birth in Mt 1:20; Heb 10:5.


3.  Christ was constantly filled with the Spirit from birth, Jn 3:34.


4.  The filling of the Holy Spirit is related to the baptism of Jesus, Mt 3:13‑17.


5.  The ministry of the Holy Spirit is related to His public ministry, Mt 12:18, 28; Lk 4:14‑15, 17‑18, 21.


6.  The omnipotence of the Holy Spirit sustained Jesus Christ while bearing our sins on the cross.


7.  The Holy Spirit’s ministry to Christ is continued as the agent in resurrection, Rom 8:11; 1 Pet 3:18‑19.


8.  This same ministry and power is transferred to the royal family, Jn 7:38‑39, 16:13‑14; 2 Cor 3:1‑3; Eph 3:16‑17.

2.  “by having received the form of a servant,”

a.  This is a reference to our Lord receiving a human body, as mentioned in Heb 10:5-10, “Therefore, when He comes into the world, He says, ‘Sacrifice and offering You have not desired, but a body You have prepared for Me;’”

b.  The word “servant” is a formal title of our Lord in hypostatic union.


(1)  Jesus Christ is given this title by God the Father, Mt 12:18, “Behold, My Servant whom I have chosen; My Beloved in whom My soul is well-pleased; I will put My Spirit upon Him, and He shall proclaim justice to the Gentiles.”


(2)  Acts 3:13, “The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of our fathers, has glorified His Servant Jesus, the one whom you delivered and disowned in the presence of Pilate, when he had decided to release Him.”


(3)  Acts 3:26, “For you first, God raised up His Servant and sent Him to bless you by turning every one of you from your wicked ways.”


(4)  Acts 4:27, “For truly in this city there were gathered together against Your holy Servant Jesus, whom You anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel,”


(5)  Acts 4:30, “while You extend Your hand to heal, and signs and wonders take place through the name of Your holy Servant Jesus.”


(6)  Rom 15:8, “For I say that Christ has become a servant to the circumcision on behalf of the truth of God to confirm the promises given to the fathers,”

c.  The deity of Christ could not deprive Himself of the normal functions of deity until He had become true humanity.


d.  Once in a human body, the Lord Jesus Christ could no longer use His deity to benefit Himself in any way.  He could use His deity to do the will of the Father, such as to create a miracle to prove He was the Messiah and performing the works prophesied of the Messiah, but He could not do anything to personally benefit Himself, such as turning stones into bread to satisfy His hunger.


e.  This phrase emphasizes the mental attitude of obedience to the will of the Father.  The phrase which follows emphasizes the physical, human nature of the bodily man Jesus.

f.  Not only did our Lord have to have a physical human body in order to execute the will and plan of God the Father to bear the sins of the world and be judged for them on the cross, but He also had to have the mental attitude of the Servant to be totally willing to obey the will of His Master, God the Father.

3.  “although He had been born in the likeness of mankind.”

a.  This phrase emphasizes the true humanity of our Lord Jesus Christ in hypostatic union.

b.  The reason the word “likeness” is used is because our Lord was identical to Adam in every way prior to the fall of Adam in the Garden and the creation of a sin nature.

c.  Jesus Christ was truly man in every sense of the word, except without personal sin, without a sin nature, and without the imputation of Adam’s original sin.


d.  The great statement of the true humanity of Christ is found in Jn 1:14, “And the Word [the deity of Christ] became flesh [true humanity] and tabernacled among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the unique one from the Father, full of grace and doctrine.”  Compare also:


(1)  1 Tim 3:16, which is a summary of the dispensation of the hypostatic union, “And by common acknowledgment, great is the mystery of the spiritual life: He who was revealed in the flesh, was vindicated by the Spirit, seen by angels, proclaimed among the nations, believed on in the world, taken up into glory.”


(2)  Heb 2:14, “Therefore, since children [mankind] share blood and flesh, He also partook of the same [became true humanity], in order that through [substitutionary spiritual] death, He neutralized [rendered powerless] Satan who had the power of death.”

e.  There is no true humanity in Jesus Christ, if the attributes of His deity start functioning in His humanity.  He did not use His deity to resist temptation; He used His humanity.  His spiritual life was in His human nature, not His divine nature.  He tested and proved our spiritual life from His humanity.  He performed miracles from both His own divine attributes and from the power of the filling of the Holy Spirit.

f.    Jesus Christ is true humanity.



(1)  The humanity of Christ is said to have flesh and blood, Heb 2:14; 1 Jn 4:2-3.



(2)  Jesus Christ was born into the human race through a virgin pregnancy and virgin birth, Heb 10:5-10 (This passage also indicates that our Lord was fully aware of His deity from birth.).  Through the virgin birth Jesus Christ was born without an old sin nature, and therefore, was born without the imputation of Adam’s original sin.  In His humanity, He was trichotomous, having a true body, true soul, and true human spirit.  In His deity, He retained all the essence of God.  Therefore, Christ was born as Adam was created.  He depended on the plan of God.  He would not use His deity independent of the Father’s plan, Mt 4.  He had to depend on the prototype spiritual life.  At birth the protocol spiritual life was imputed to the human spirit of our Lord.



(3)  Jesus had a normal growth, Lk 2:52.



(4)  Jesus suffered pain, hunger, thirst, fatigue, pleasure, rest, death, and resurrection.  These are all functions of humanity, not of deity.



(5)  Jesus Christ had names and titles associated with His humanity: “the man Christ Jesus,” “Son of man,” “a man of sorrows,” “son of David,” and “Jesus.”


(6)  Any denial of the true humanity of Christ is a denial of the revelation of the word of God.


g.  The necessity for the true humanity of Christ.


(1)  The true humanity of Jesus Christ was a sin offering as noted in Heb 10:5-10; 2 Cor 5:21; 1 Cor 11:24.  He is also mentioned as a priest offering a sacrifice.   When Jesus Christ accepted the imputation of all personal sins, this was His unconditional virtuous love for all mankind.  When He received the judgment of all personal sins, this was His personal love for God the Father.  Aggressive love accepted the imputation of sin and responsive love accepted the judgment of sin.



(2)  Jesus Christ had to become true humanity to be our Savior.  He could not do it as God.  He had to become true humanity to be a mediator between God and man, Job 9:2 cf. 9:32-33; the Savior had to be a mediator between God and man.  1 Tim 2:5-6.



(3)  Jesus Christ had to become true humanity to be our High Priest, a King-Priest, 1 Pet 2:9.



(4)  Jesus Christ had to be born true humanity to fulfill a promise given to David that he would have a son who would rule forever.


h.  The deity of Christ took upon Himself true humanity.

i.  Do not regard this doctrine lightly.  This is your salvation; for it was the humanity of Christ that provided salvation on the cross.  “He carried our sins in His own body.”  He had to become true humanity.  As God, He couldn’t save us.  It was His human body that carried our sins.  As He said at the first Eucharist, “this is My body which is given for you.”

j.  In the execution of the Father’s plan in the dispensation of the hypostatic union certain divine attributes were not used under the true doctrine of kenosis.  The fact that certain divine attributes were not used by our Lord during the dispensation of the hypostatic union does not imply that these attributes of deity were either surrendered or destroyed, as taught by the false doctrine of kenosis.  The true doctrine of kenosis teaches that the humanity of Christ was absolutely necessary for salvation.

k.  In the true doctrine of kenosis, our Lord became true humanity in order to fulfill the salvation plan of God for the dispensation of the hypostatic union.  In the fulfillment of the Father’s plan, our Lord Jesus Christ did not exercise His own divine attributes to benefit Himself, to provide for Himself, or to glorify Himself.  Phil 2:8, “He humbled Himself and became obedient unto death, even the death of the cross.”
4.  “In fact, although having been discovered in outward appearance as a man,”

a.  This is where the verse break really belongs.  This is the beginning of a new sentence, which really belongs to verse 8.  The verse breaks are a creation of man and not a function of the inspiration of Scripture, which is easily proven by what scholars have done here.

b.  Paul continues with another emphatic statement about our Lord, and he does so by beginning from where he left off in the previous statement.  He uses the fact that our Lord was true humanity as his premise for his conclusion that our Lord humbled Himself.

c.  The great point Paul is making in this whole context is the importance of humility.  And the great example Paul uses is the humility of our Lord Jesus Christ.  But the importance of that example is not what our Lord did as God, but what He did as true humanity.


d.  The fact that men had to discover that Jesus Christ was the Messiah or God sent to earth to provide salvation can be seen in how His disciples discovered Him.



(1)  Mt 4:17-24.


(2)  Mk 1:14ff.



(3)  Lk 5:1-11 explains both of the previous passages as to how the original disciples discovered that Jesus was the Christ.

In order to give you some idea of how important this passage has been in the history of the doctrines of the Church, let’s look at Colin Brown’s article on the Person of Christ in the International Standard Bible Encyclopedia.
The History of the Interpretation of the Person of Christ

“A.  Creeds and Orthodoxy.

Orthodox Christian beliefs concerning the person of Christ were defined by the creedal statements of the ecumenical councils of the 4th and 5th centuries.  Leading up to these definitions were a series of involved controversies that variously interpreted Jesus in the light of the religious syncretism known as Gnosticism, ideas drawn from Jewish monotheism, and Greek philosophy.  The formulations of the creeds must therefore be understood in terms of the questions that they were addressing and the language used in the debates of the times.

The Gnostics thought of Christ as the emissary of the supreme spiritual being, sent to bring redemption from the material, evil world.  The Gnostic redeemer brought knowledge of the world of light.  Gnosticism took numerous forms.   Jesus was sometimes seen as a righteous man who received power from above in order to elude the wicked creator of the material world and enable others to do the same.  Others claimed that the Christ descended upon Jesus at His baptism, enabling Him to preach ‘the unknown Father.’  In Gnostic thought the Christ either temporarily inhabited a human body but left it before the crucifixion or merely assumed human appearance.  Christian anti-Gnostic writers, like Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Hippolytus, replied by stressing the identity of the supreme God with the Creator, the goodness of creation, and the reality of the earthly life of Jesus, especially His crucifixion and resurrection.

One expression of the effort to safeguard monotheism is seen in the Ebionites, a sect of Jewish Christians who believed that Jesus was the male offspring of Joseph and Mary on whom the Holy Spirit descended at His baptism.  Also since the time of Novatian (ca 250) the term Monarchianism has been used to describe two separate ways of stressing the unity of God (‘monarchy’), while maintaining the divinity of Christ.  Dynamic Monarchianism or Adoptionism taught that Jesus was a man on whom descended the power of God at His baptism.  This power enabled Jesus to perform miracles.  The resurrection and ascension of Jesus completed His elevation to divine status.  Modalism or Sabellianism (so called after Sabellius) viewed God as a single reality who manifested Himself under different modes.  Just as the light and heat of the sun were ultimately identical, so the Son and the Spirit were but different manifestations of the Father.

Philosophical ideas affected the teaching of the Church fathers in different ways.  The Logos doctrine of the Apologists combined an appeal to the teaching of Jn 1:1–18 concerning the Word (logos) with the Stoic idea of the dissemination of Reason (logos) in all things, particularly in human beings.  Christ was thus the particular incarnation of ‘the true light that enlightens every man’(Jn 1:9).  The Logos that enabled Socrates to condemn demons ‘took form and became man and was called Jesus Christ’ (Justin Martyr).  The Apologists saw a further analogy between the utterance of words and the Incarnation.  The spoken word was the expression of the speaker’s mind.  In a sense it was distinct from the speaker; yet at the same time it was the expression of the speaker himself.  In making this point the fathers stressed that the uttered word was not a creature.  They thought of it as the offspring of the one who spoke.

The Trinitarianism of Origen (185–254) was a reinterpretation of the Church’s traditional faith in terms of the Middle Platonism that flourished in Alexandria.  The Father was God in a unique sense, but the generation of the Son was eternal and comparable with the brilliancy of the sun.  But there were also hints of a subordination of the Son to the Father and the Spirit to the Son.  Origen used the Platonic idea of the preexistence of the soul in order to explain the Incarnation.  Whereas other souls fell in a pre-mundane fall, the one soul adhered to the divine Logos with a perfect love, and as a reward became the soul of Christ.

Subordinationism was carried to its logical conclusion by Arius, a presbyter of Alexandria, who accused his bishop, Alexander, of Sabellianism [God as a single reality who manifested Himself under different modes].  Arius argued that since the Son was begotten by the Father, He must have been a distinct being and that there must have been (a time) when the Son was not.  In other words, He was a creature.  The council of Nicea (325) was convened to settle the controversy, which threatened to split the Church and destroy the peace of the Roman Empire.  The council ultimately condemned Arius.  Its creed stressed that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, was ‘begotten, not made, of one substance [essence] with the Father.’  It also asserted the humanity of Christ, drawing attention to His birth, suffering, resurrection, and ascension.

The next half century saw numerous attempts to change and modify the Nicene Creed and with it the teaching of the Church.  The Nicene position was stoutly defended by Athanasius and the Cappadocian Church Fathers from the standpoint of soteriology [the study of salvation].  Jesus had to be God in order to save and restore humankind.  But He also had to be truly human, for what had not been assumed by Him could not be saved.  Hence, He had to be fully God and fully man.  Nicene orthodoxy finally triumphed at the Council of Constantinople (381).  The creed known today as the Nicene Creed is actually the modified and strengthened form of the Creed believed to have been ratified by the Council of Constantinople.

In the 4th century the question of the divinity of Christ began to be overshadowed by that of the precise relationship of His divinity to His humanity.  Two major schools of thought emerged. The School of Antioch stressed what has been called a Word-man Christology, which emphasized the reality of the two natures but left aside questions about the reality of their union.  The Alexandrian School taught a Word-flesh Christology, which stressed the reality of their union but appeared to compromise the integrity of Christ’s humanity.  The Nestorians, who belonged to the Antiochene School, were accused by their Alexandrian opponents of teaching that there were two separate beings in the person of Christ.  Nestorius’s rejection of the term theotokos, ‘God bearing’ or ‘Mother of God,’ which was applied to the Virgin Mary, was seen by the Alexandrians as an attempt to revive Adoptionism.

The Alexandrian School, on the other hand, gave rise to the heresies of Apollinarianism and Eutychianism.  Apollinaris sought to explain the Incarnation by suggesting that, in the case of Jesus, the rational soul was replaced by the divine Logos.  This helped to explain the single nature of Christ, His Virgin Birth, sinlessness, and supernatural powers.  The orthodox pointed out, however, that such a Christ was not fully human since He lacked a human, rational soul.  He could not therefore be the agent of salvation.  ‘What has not been assumed cannot be restored; it is what is united with God that is saved’ (Gregory of Nazianzus).  Apollinaris was condemned at Constantinople (381).  Eutyches taught an extreme version of the Alexandrian doctrine that Christ had one incarnate nature.  This echoed the teaching of Cyril of Alexandria, whose one-nature doctrine appeared to suggest a synthesis of the divine and human natures, but was intended to mean that Christ had one single, concrete existence.  In the hands of Eutyches, it verged on a docetic Christology in which the human nature of Jesus was absorbed into the divine.

The Tome of Pope Leo (449) endorsed the condemnation of Eutyches and gave classical expression to the Christology of the Western Church.  The Tome was accepted by the Council of Chalcedon (451) together with Cyril’s letters to Nestorius and to the Easterns [believers in the eastern part of the Empire].  The council reaffirmed the creeds of Nicea and Constantinople and also issued its own definition, which precluded the heresies of the rival schools and asserted that Jesus Christ was ‘of one substance with the Father as touching the Godhead, the same of one substance with us as touching the manhood, like us in all things apart from sin.’  While rejecting the confusion of the two natures, the council insisted that their distinction was in no way abolished because of the union, ‘but rather the characteristic property of each nature being preserved, and concurring into one Person and one subsistence [hupostasis], not as if Christ were parted or divided into two persons, but one and the same Son and only-begotten God, Word, Lord, Jesus Christ.’  The council did not resolve the problem of Christology, but gave it more precise definition and stated the parameters of orthodox thought in terms of the questions that were being asked.

Throughout this period and afterward, orthodox theologians were concerned to stress the immutability and impassibility of God [impassibility means being imperviousness to emotion].  This is reflected in the careful phraseology of Chalcedon that rejected the thought of change in the divine nature.  Underlying this concern was the conviction that change implied imperfection, and therefore God could not be thought of as changing.


The teaching of Chalcedon found general acceptance in the Western Church but its equation of ‘nature’ with ‘substance’ failed to satisfy not only the followers of Eutyches but also many followers of Cyril.  Monophysitism, the doctrine that Christ had one nature, continued to flourish in the East, where many theologians equated ‘nature’ with hypostasis rather than ‘substance.’  In the 6th century the anti-Monophysite theologian Leontius of Byzantium sought to interpret Chalcedon in the tradition of Cyril’s Christology.  His doctrine of Enhypostasia taught that the humanity of Christ did not have an independent hupostasis or person.  The one hypostasis is that of the divine Logos.  The idea was further developed by John of Damascus (cc. 675–759).

Much of the terminology of the Western Church derives from Tertullian, whose use of Latin persona helped to establish ‘person’ as a term for a member of the ‘trinity’ (a term that he also helped to establish).  In early usage ‘person’ did not carry with it the thought of personality and the overtones of self-awareness, rationality, will, and freedom.  Rather it denoted an individual, i.e., that which individuates or gives concrete reality to a substance.  Thus God has one substance which exists concretely in three persons.  When applied to Christ, ‘person’ concretizes the divine and human substances.  In Greek theology the term that ultimately gained acceptance was hupostasis.  It denoted a mode of being, not in the Modalistic sense of a temporary appearance but in the sense of a mode in which God was God.

Although Boethius (480-524) defined ‘person’ as ‘the individual substance of a rational nature’, the great theologians of the Western Church did not read into the term modern notions of personhood.  It was a manner of speech that was not to be pressed.  To Augustine, the formula of three divine persons had been coined not to give an explanation but to avoid remaining altogether silent.  It served to show that the Father was not the Son, and the Spirit was neither the Father nor the Son.  To Anselm (Archbishop of Canterbury, England: 1033-1109), God was ‘an ineffable [indescribable] plurality’ and ‘an ineffable unity’.  The three ‘persons’ must on no account be thought of as three separate beings.  To Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), ‘divine person’ signified ‘relation as something subsisting’.  Similarly, Calvin defined ‘person’ as ‘a ‘subsistence’ in God’s essence, which, while related to the others, is distinguished by an incommunicable quality’.  In other words, the great theologians of the Western Church repudiated tritheism.  When they spoke of the trinity and the person of Christ, they did not have in mind a picture of three divine beings.  When they spoke of the Incarnation, they did not picture one of the divine beings temporarily changing into a man or perhaps appearing in the guise of a man.  Rather, there was an external threefoldness in God, and it was in His eternal and inseparable threefoldness that God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself.

To the great theologians of the Western Church the discussion of these questions was not a matter of abstract speculation.  It was bound up with a concern to worship God in truth and to understand the meaning of Scripture and the faith of the Church.  It was further linked with a concern to approach the person of Christ from the standpoint of redemption and salvation. Anselm’s Cur deus homo presented a classic account of the Incarnation on the grounds that God had actually to become a human being in order to save humanity.  The Reformation preserved this emphasis.  On the one hand, the ecumenical creeds of the Church were endorsed on the grounds that they could be proved by warrant of Scripture.  On the other hand, the necessity of the Incarnation was defended in terms of mankind’s need of God to become human in order to redeem humanity.  The thought was further developed in terms of the three offices of Christ as prophet, priest, and king.
B.  Quest of the Historical Jesus.


Already in the 16th century some cast doubt on Christian orthodoxy.  In his writings on the trinity, Michael Servetus (1511–1553) urged that biblical language concerning God, His Word, and His Spirit had been misunderstood.  The Socinians denied the eternity of Christ and insisted that ‘God is but one person’.  Although OT prophecy applied to Christ, ‘it would not hence follow that He possessed a divine nature’.   Such criticisms sought to undermine the orthodox understanding of the person of Christ, but it was not until the 18th century that the quest of the historical Jesus began in earnest.

It is customary to date the beginning of the quest from the publication by G. E. Lessing of some posthumous Fragments of an Unknown Author.  The final Fragment was entitled ‘On the Intentions of Jesus and his Disciples’ (1778).  The piece was actually an extract from an unpublished manuscript by H. S. Reimarus (1694–1768), entitled Apology or Defense of the Rational Worshipers of God.  In it Reimarus launched a full-scale attack on the Bible.  He viewed Jesus as a Jewish reformer who had no desire to found a new religion.  His preaching of the Kingdom of God embroiled Him in politics and led Him to an untimely death.  Afterward the disciples invented the story that He had risen from the dead and that He would return in Judgment.  Thus the entire fabric of Christian beliefs is based on the fraudulent scheme of the disciples to perpetuate their situation.  The work provoked great outcry, but it was not as original as has been often supposed.  Reimarus himself was deeply indebted to English Deism, which he had come to know first hand in England a half century earlier.  In the 1720’s, Anthony Collins had attacked Christian claims that Jesus fulfilled OT prophecy, insisting that justification for those claims could be found only if prophecy were interpreted allegorically.  Shortly afterwards Thomas Woolston ridiculed the Gospel miracles, especially the resurrection of Jesus, which he accounted for by the claim that the disciples stole the body of Jesus.  David Hume’s celebrated essay, ‘Of Miracles’, was an oblique attack on Christian truth-claims based on miracles.  Since miracles were by definition violations of the laws of nature, they were self-refuting and no amount of historical testimony would suffice to establish them.  By the time that Lessing published the Fragments, these ideas were well known in Britain and in Germany.

The Age of Enlightenment in the 18th century and the emergence of philosophical Idealism in the 19th century produced a climate of opinion that favored radical reappraisal of the person of Christ.  The views of the Deists and Reimarus were themselves expressions of Enlightenment thought.  The Age of Enlightenment found its culmination in the teaching of Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), who maintained that metaphysical and theological questions must remain outside the scope of human reason.  Kant effectively placed an embargo on theology except as a way of teaching practical morality.  Kant’s Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone (1793) presented Jesus (though without mentioning His name) as ‘the personified idea of the good principle’ and a ‘wise teacher’ of rational religion.  Idealism, on the other hand, rejected the Christian theistic view of God’s existence over and above the world.  Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (1807) represented the world as the process of the self-determination of the Spirit.  In Hegel’s reinterpretation of Christianity, the death of Christ meant the death of the abstraction of the divine Being.  The Incarnation was the embodiment of the idea of the union of the absolute Spirit of humankind.

The theology of Schleiermacher (1768–1834) was in part an attempt to circumvent the embargo that Kant had placed on metaphysical knowledge.  It was also a restatement of orthodoxy that avoided having to treat the Bible as propositional revelation.  For Schleiermacher the essence of religion lay in the human awareness of being dependent.  God was posited as the correlate of the sense of utter dependence, and sin was presented as man’s attempt to be independent when he should be dependent.  In place of the God-man of the Creeds, Schleiermacher depicted Jesus as a man who was like all others in His human nature ‘but distinguished from them all by the constant potency of His God-consciousness, which was a veritable existence of God in Him’.  As such Jesus was the sinless mediator of the consciousness of God.  At the close of his work Schleiermacher called for a reappraisal of the traditional doctrines of the trinity and the person of Christ, which would avoid the problems that he felt were presented by terms like ‘person’ and ‘nature’.

Albert Schweitzer (1875–1965) wrote The Quest of the Historical Jesus (1906).  He concluded that most of the scholars engaged in the quest to recover Jesus were guilty of turning Him into someone who corresponded to their own religious and moral ideas.  The reason for this was that they had neglected eschatology.  Schweitzer pictured Jesus as someone who preached the imminent coming of the Kingdom of God on earth and who saw Himself as God’s messianic agent in bringing it about.  Jesus’ teaching was not to be spiritualized.  It was, however, conditioned by an obsolete world view and mistaken in its expectations.  Schweitzer ended his work on a mystical, existential note.  Although we can find no designation that expresses what Jesus is to us today, those who obey His call will learn ‘as an ineffable mystery’ who He is.

The doctrine of KENOSIS proved to be one of the major battlegrounds of nineteenth-century theology.  The term means ‘emptying’ and alludes to the self emptying of Christ referred to in Phil 2:7 (‘[He] emptied [deprived] himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men’).  The idea figured in post-Reformation and early evangelical piety in connection with Christ’s state of humiliation during the period of His earthly life, as contrasted with the state of exaltation that began with His resurrection and ascension.  Kenotic Christology gained increasing popularity in the 19th century.  In Christ’s Person and Work, G. Thomasius used kenosis to defend orthodoxy against the charges of critics like D. F. Strauss, who claimed that it was inconceivable that an omnipotent, omnipresent, and omniscient God could become incarnate in an individual human being.  Thomasius’s answer was that Christ emptied himself of these divine attributes during the period of the Incarnation, though He was divine in other respects.  German kenotic Christology was popularized in the English-speaking world by A. B. Bruce in Humiliation of Christ (1876).


The advocates of kenosis saw themselves as moderate defenders of orthodoxy.  Their aim was to defend the reality of the Incarnation against the criticism of those who saw Jesus as no more than a religious personality.  But to more conservative theologians kenosis posed a threat to the very foundations of faith.  If Jesus’ knowledge was limited, could He not have been mistaken in other aspects of His teaching?  If He was wrong about the authorship of certain books and believed in the historicity of people and events that modern critics deem unhistorical [like Adam and Eve], could He not have been wrong in His teaching about the Kingdom, Judgment, salvation, and the Father?  If Jesus was limited in His intellectual knowledge, could He not also have been limited in other respects?  Could the same argument be applied to the question of whether He was sinless?

Advocates of kenosis drew attention to the obvious facts concerning Jesus’ humanity as depicted in the Gospels.  He ate, drank, slept, and wept.  He ‘increased in wisdom and in stature, and in favor with God and man’ (Lk 2:52).  He was repeatedly tempted but did not succumb.  He confessed that not even the Son knew the hour of Parousia (Mk 13:32).  He was clearly not omnipresent.  Nor did He avail Himself of divine omnipotence either in the temptations recorded in Mt 4 and Lk 4 or in meeting His opponents.

Nevertheless, kenosis is open to serious objections.  It has been criticized for treating the divine attributes of omnipotence, omnipresence, and omniscience as if they were optional extras that God could readily dispense with.  But since these attributes constitute the being of God, without them God would not be God.  As E. L. Mascall has pointed out, kenoticism is a kind of inverted Monophysitism: in ancient Monophysitism the divine nature of Christ absorbed the human; in kenoticism, the human nature of Christ absorbs the divine.  Moreover, kenoticism raises the question of what became of the cosmic functions of the second person of the trinity during the period of the Incarnation.  Scripture identifies Him not only as the Creator but as the sustainer of the universe (Jn 1:1–5; Heb 1:1–3).  If He emptied Himself of the divine attributes, how was the world sustained during the Incarnation?  In reply to this question, the advocates of kenosis questioned the feasibility of the idea that Christ retained these cosmic functions during His earthly life, especially during His infancy and childhood.

The conflicting alternatives seem to present an insoluble dilemma.  But the dilemma rests on certain misconceptions.  As William Temple observed, ‘All these difficulties are avoided if we suppose that God the Son did indeed most truly live the life recorded in the Gospel, but added this to the other work of God’.  Kenosis mistakenly assumes that the humanity of Jesus functioned like a receptacle in which the second person of the trinity had to be contained, so that what could not be thus contained must somehow be abandoned.  Temple’s reply is consistent with the teaching of Athanasius, Augustine, and classical theologians down the ages.  In Reformed theology this position came to be known as the Extra Calvinisticum, which insisted upon the activity of the Word outside the Incarnation as well as within it.  As Calvin pointed out, ‘Even if the Word in His immeasurable essence united with the nature of man into one person, we do not imagine that he was confined therein’.

It may well be that the debate about kenotic Christology presupposed an essentially tritheistic view of God that treated the three divine persons as separate individual beings.  It thus gave rise to the problem of how God could function as God if one of the three divine beings virtually ceased to function as such for a period of time.  The problem suggests the need for a more adequate model for understanding the trinity.  Related to this is the question of how far Jesus was conscious of His divine person and powers.


The question of kenosis and the interpretation of Phil 2:5–11 continues to be keenly discussed.  The passage is widely thought to be a hymn cited by Paul, and perhaps composed by him, to which he appeals as a model for Christian behavior.  It may be, however, that verse 7 is not a description of the Incarnation but an allusion to the death of Christ using the language of Isa 53:12, where the Servant is said to have ‘poured out his soul to death’.”
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