Philippians 2:8



- is the third person singular aorist active indicative from the verb TAPEINOW, which means “(1) to cause someone to lose prestige or status, humble, humiliate, abase, with focus on reversal of status humble oneself of Christ, who went voluntarily to his death Phil 2:8; of Paul, who did not hesitate to work with his hands ‘degrade’ 2 Cor 11:7; with focus on shaming ‘that God may not humiliate me before you’ 2 Cor 12:21; (2) to cause to be or become humble in attitude, humble, make humble in a favorable sense.”
  The second meaning is much more accurate than the first meaning.  Our Lord humbled Himself throughout His incarnation by not independently using His own divine attributes apart from the Father’s plan to benefit Himself.  He did not just humble Himself at the point of the cross.  His self-humbling involved much more than a single day in His life.

The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which gathers the action of our Lord’s first advent into a single whole and states it as a historical fact.

The active voice indicates that our Lord produces the action of humbling Himself during the entire period of His first advent.  This is a reflexive active voice, in which “the subject acts upon himself or herself.  In such cases naturally the reflexive pronoun is employed as the direct object, while the corresponding reflexive middle omits the pronoun. This usage is relatively common.  In classical Greek, this idea would have often been expressed by the middle voice.  However, due to the Koine tendency toward greater explicitness and the concomitant erosion of subtleties, the active voice with a reflexive pronoun has increasingly replaced the (direct) reflexive middle. The reason is that the subtleties of a language that could easily be mastered by native speakers tend to fall away when that language is learned by non-natives.  The direct middle is one of the subtleties in Greek that is not shared by many other languages.”


The indicative mood is declarative for a dogmatic statement of doctrine.

This is followed by the accusative direct object from the third person masculine singular reflexive pronoun HEAUTOU, which means “Himself” and refers to our Lord.
“He humbled Himself,”
- is the nominative masculine singular aorist deponent middle participle from the verb GINOMAI, which means “to become.”

The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which looks at the action of our becoming humble in obedience to the will of God the Father in its entirety.

The deponent middle is middle in form but active in meaning, our Lord producing the action.


The participle is an instrumental participle, which indicates the means by which the action of the main verb “to humble” is carried out.  It is translated “by becoming.”
Then we have the predicate nominative from the masculine singular adjective HUPĒKOOS, which means “obedient Phil 2:8; Acts 7:39; 2 Cor 2:9.”  This is followed by the preposition MECHRI plus the adverbial genitive of measure (used as a “marker of degree or measure, meaning: to the point of, as in: ‘suffer even to the point of being imprisoned’ 2 Tim 2:9; ‘resist to the point of shedding one’s blood’ Heb 12:4; obedient to the point of death Phil 2:8
) from the masculine singular noun THANATOS, meaning “death” and referring to His spiritual death on the cross, while bearing our personal sins and being judged as a substitute for us.
“by becoming obedient to the point of [spiritual] death;”
- is the postpositive conjunction DE, used as “a marker linking narrative segments, especially to insert an explanation: that is Rom 3:22; 9:30; 1 Cor 10:11; 15:56; Eph 5:32; Phil 2:8.”
  With this we have the appositional genitive from the masculine singular noun THANATOS, meaning “the death.”  Finally, we have the genitive of production from the masculine singular noun STAUROS, which means “produced by the cross.”  “The genitive substantive produces the noun to which it stands related.  This usage of the genitive is not common.  For the word of supply produced by.  This usage is similar to a subjective genitive, but the genitive of production is either not related to a verbal noun or expresses a relation to a verbal noun that is better translated as “produced by” than by converting the genitive into the subject and converting the noun to which it stands related into a verbal form.  In Phil 2:8  may be a genitive of means; thus, “death by means of a cross.”  Or it may possibly be a genitive of place; thus, “death on a cross.”  However, to take it as a genitive of production brings out the force of the author’s thought a little better: “death produced by, brought about by a cross.”

“that is, the death produced by the cross.”
Phil 2:8 corrected translation
“He humbled Himself, by becoming obedient to the point of [spiritual] death; that is, the death produced by the cross.”
Explanation:
1.  “He humbled Himself,”

a.  The entire sentence reads: “In fact, although having been discovered in outward appearance as a man, He humbled Himself, by becoming obedient to the point of [spiritual] death, that is, the death produced by the cross.”

b.  “This clearly indicates that what Paul declared in the kenosis is not that Christ emptied Himself of His deity in becoming a man.  This is further substantiated by recognition of Paul’s ethical and pastoral purpose in the passage.  He is urging the Philippians all to have the “same love” and to be of “one mind”—which they can do only if they act not through “selfishness or conceit” but through a humble estimate of themselves, each counting the others as better than himself.  Paul thus exhorts the Philippians, ‘Have this mind among yourselves, which you have in Christ Jesus’ and then describes this mind in the statement that Christ ‘emptied [deprived] himself’ in becoming man and dying for mankind on the cross as a servant.  Here one approaches the mystery of Christ and of the divine love and grace for sinners without which none can see the kingdom of God.  By every rational, commonsense standard of human values, the kenosis of Christ…was an unwarranted expenditure that can be justified only in the name of Christian love. Certainly, some Christians are better than others; Paul himself suggests this when he claims he is the chief of sinners.  Is Paul the worst sinner that ever lived?  Is every Christian at Philippi, is every Christian throughout the world, in objective fact a lesser Christian than all others, and must therefore so regard himself?  In terms of objective reality and worth, as well as in terms of logic, obviously not.  Yet the Christian must, says Paul, so regard himself and, acting upon this self-estimation, ‘not look only to his own interests, but also [as Christ did] to the interests of others’ (Phil 2:4).  Thus the Christian will have that self-humbling mind of Christ which empties itself for the sake of others.  …From the preceding discussion it is clear that the mind of Christ expressed in the kenosis has no special reference to Christ’s emptying Himself of His deity. Rather, it exemplifies…the mind of Christ that must characterize all Christians and will unite them all together in one mind and one love.  If the self-emptying of Christ refers only to His action by which He as divine became man, it and the mind of Christ could not be held up as a requirement of the Philippian Christian.”


c.  The true kenosis is not that Jesus Christ emptied Himself of His deity.  He never gave up being God.  That thought is ridiculous and absurd.

d.  The true kenosis is that our Lord humbled Himself.


e.  As God, our Lord does not need to humble Himself.



(1)  Deity is never arrogant, therefore, has no need to be humbled.  God never thinks too highly of Himself, does not exaggerate who and what He is, does not think more highly of Himself than He ought to.



(2)  God cannot be any less than the perfect person that He is.  Perfection does not need to be humbled.  He is already perfect and therefore does not need to change to become something else.

f.  Therefore, our Lord humbled Himself by taking on the form of a servant, that is, by becoming true humanity.


g.  Our Lord became a true human being.  This included the fact that He would not use His deity, which still existed and was capable of functioning as a part of His whole person.

h.  Our Lord’s true humanity did not keep our Lord from being truly God in all respects while He was on earth during the Incarnation any more than His true humanity prevents our Lord from being truly God in all respects right now in resurrection body at the right hand of the Father.


i.  The deity of our Lord has never changed or stopping being deity even though our Lord also became true humanity.  The two natures of Christ are inseparably united in one person forever.


j.  Therefore, by humbling Himself, our Lord gave up the independent use of His deity, in order to live a perfect spiritual life on earth under the same constraints and limitations that any other human being has, such as: the need to learn, the need to rest, the need to eat, etc.

2.  “by becoming obedient to the point of [spiritual] death;”

a.  Our Lord gave up the independent use of His divine attributes in order to live the same kind of life that all other human beings were required to live.  This included complete obedience to the will of God the Father, just as all other human beings are expected to obey the will of God the Father.

b.  Our Lord was completely and totally obedient to God the Father in every aspect of His life and in every aspect of the Father’s plan for His life.  Our Lord was completely obedient to the point of doing the ultimate will of the Father for His human life, which was to bear the sins of the world in His own body on the cross and be judged for them.


c.  The important point Paul is making here to the Philippians and us is that Jesus Christ was not looking out for his own personal interest, but was looking out for the personal interest of others, verse 4, “Every one of you, stop looking out for only your own personal interests, but also every one of you [look out for] the personal interests of others.”  He did this by a system of thinking (“Keep on thinking this within you, which also [was] in Christ Jesus”), which was based upon true humility (“He humbled Himself,”) even though He was God (2:6 “Who, although He existed in the essence of God”).

d.  Our Lord became true humanity to do the will of the Father.  Jn 4:34, “Jesus said to them, ‘My food is to do the will of Him who sent Me and to accomplish His work.”

e.  The will of the Father was that our Lord provide eternal salvation for every member of the human race that believed in Him and what He did for them.

f.  This eternal salvation could only be provided by our Lord being judged for our sins in our place.  This judgment was His spiritual death on the cross, which meant the imputation and judgment of our personal sins to Him as a substitute for us.


g.  Our Lord’s spiritual death was the most difficult thing our Lord would ever have to do, because perfect righteousness was going to come into contact with personal sin and be judged for those sins.  Just coming into contact with sin was bad enough, but to be judged by the justice of God for those sins was almost too much to bear.  Our Lord knew this, but was willing to do so in complete obedience to the will of the Father.


h.  Our Lord’s motivation for this obedience was personal love for God the Father.  We obey God because we love Him, just as our Lord obeyed the Father because He loved Him.  Jn 6:38, “For I have come down from heaven, not to do My own will, but the will of Him who sent Me.”  Jn 15:13-14, “Greater love has no one than this, that one lay down his life for his friends.  You are My friends if you do what I command you.”

i.  Our Lord’s humility related to the cross is also mentioned in the following passages:



(1)  Rom 5:19, “For as through the disobedience of one man [Adam] the many were appointed sinful, so also through one obedience of one Man the many shall be appointed righteous.”


(2)  2 Cor 8:9, “For example, you know the gracious deed of our Lord Jesus Christ, that for your benefit He became poor, though being rich, in order that you might become rich by means of that poverty.”


(3)  Heb 5:8, “Although He was a Son, He learned obedience from the things which He suffered.”


(4)  Heb 12:2, “fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of doctrine, who for the happiness set before Him endured the cross, disregarding the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.”
3.  that is, the death produced by the cross.

a.  Paul concludes his sentence with a short statement of explanation that the death to which he is referring is the death of the cross, that is the death produced by the cross.

b.  The crucifixion of our Lord did not produce His physical death.  He exhaled and refused to inhale again.  He deposited His human spirit into the hands of God the Father.  No one killed Him.  He did not give anyone the chance to be blamed for His physical death.

c.  So, this death refers to the spiritual death of our Lord on the cross, which was the imputation of all personal sins and their judgment.


d.  God the Father didn’t ask Jesus Christ to come to earth so He could be unjustly killed by a group of religious fanatics.  He asked Him to go to the cross and bear the sins of the world and be judged for them.  However, the religious fanatics wanted the physical death of our Lord, and the sovereignty of God permitted human volition to function even against His own Son in human history, but not before our Lord had the opportunity of humbling Himself by being obedient to the will of the Father in bearing our sins.  However, even those who sought His life did not really get what they wanted, Jn 10:18, “No one has taken it [His life] away from Me, but I lay it down on My own initiative.  I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again.  This commandment I received from My Father.”


(1)  Mt 26:4, “and they plotted together to seize Jesus by stealth and kill Him.”


(2)  Mk 12:7, “But those vine-growers said to one another, ‘This is the heir; come, let us kill him, and the inheritance will be ours!’”


(3)  Mk 14:1, “Now the Passover and Unleavened Bread were two days away; and the chief priests and the scribes were seeking how to seize Him by stealth and kill Him;”


(4)  Lk 13:31, “Just at that time some Pharisees approached, saying to Him, ‘Go away, leave here, for Herod wants to kill You.’”


(5)  Jn 5:18, “For this reason therefore the Jews were seeking all the more to kill Him, because He not only was breaking the Sabbath, but also was calling God His own Father, making Himself equal with God.”


(6)  Jn 7:1, “After these things Jesus was walking in Galilee, for He was unwilling to walk in Judea because the Jews were seeking to kill Him.”


(7)  Jn 11:53, “So from that day [a few days after the raising of Lazarus] on they planned together to kill Him.”

e.  The death on the cross to which our Lord was obedient was the spiritual death of being judged for our sins.  The great obedience of our Lord was not in allowing Himself to die physically, but spiritually.

f.  The great humility of our Lord was His willingness to allow our sins to be imputed to Him and be judged; His physical death had nothing to do with His humility.  There is nothing humiliating about physical death.  In fact, it can be the most glorious experience for the mature believer under dying grace.


g.  Our Lord’s physical death as a criminal under capital punishment was not a humiliation of Him, but a picture of the reality of His unjust punishment as a substitute for us.
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