The Incarnation of Christ

Philippians 2:7

Explanation

2:7

7…but [He] made Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men.

A. Philippians 2:5 tells us that these words apply to “Christ Jesus”
B. The conjunction “but” indicates a clear contrast of ideas—

1. In 2:5-6 the focus is on the deity of Christ

2. “BUT” here, in 2:7 the focus is on the humanity of Christ

C. The subject-matter of Philippians 2:7 is the Biblical doctrine of the “Incarnation of Christ”

1. The word “incarnation” means “in flesh”
2. The doctrine of the “Incarnation of Christ” is the teaching that “God became human”
3. The eternal Son of God took to Himself an additional nature—humanity— through the virgin birth

4. Christ remains forever unblemished Deity and possesses true, sinless humanity in one Person forever

D. The doctrine of the “Incarnation of Christ” is clearly taught and affirmed in the Bible

John 1:1 and 14

The Word was God…and the Word became flesh
1 Timothy 3:16

God was manifested in the flesh…

E. It should also be noted that the “Incarnation of Christ” is an essential, fundamental doctrine in the Orthodox Christian faith—“there is NO room for negotiations!”

1 John 4:1-3

Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits, whether they are of God; because many false prophets have gone out into the world.  By this you know the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is of God, and every spirit that does not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is not of God…

2 John 1:7
7For many deceivers have gone out into the world who do not confess Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh. This is a deceiver and an antichrist.

F. In discussing the “Incarnation of Christ”, let’s consider three important statements stated in Philippians 2:7:

1. First, “…but [He] made Himself of no reputation”

a. The Greek word translated “no reputation” is “e-ken-o-sen” and can also be translated “empty”, “pour out”, and “give up status and privilege”

i. The New American Standard translates 2:7 as “[He] emptied Himself”

ii. The English Standard Version translates 2:7 as “[He] made Himself nothing”

b. Having said this an important question arises: “What did Christ empty Himself of when He became human?”

i. First, what Philippians 2:7 is NOT is teaching us:

aa. It does not mean that Christ, in some part or in full, gave up being God when He became human

bb. It does not mean that Christ, in some part or in full, gave up His divine attributes when He became human

ii. Second, what Philippians 2:7 IS teaching us:

aa. The New Living Translation translates 2:7 as “He gave up his divine privileges”

bb. Jesus temporarily emptied Himself of five divine rights in His incarnation: 

bb (I). First, He emptied Himself of His divine glory (see John 17:1 and 5)

bb (II). Second, He emptied Himself of independent divine authority (see John 6:38)

bb (III). Third, He emptied Himself of the voluntary exercise of some of His divine attributes 

bb (A). He did not stop being omniscient, omnipresent, omnipotent, or immutable

bb (B). He chose not to exercise the full limit of those attributes during His earthly life and ministry

bb (IV). Fourth, He emptied Himself of His eternal riches (see 2 Corinthians 8:9)

ee (V). Fifth, He emptied Himself of His unique, intimate, and face-to-face relationship with His Father—even to the point of being forsaken by Him (see Matthew 27:46)

2. Second, “taking the form of a bondservant”

a. The words emphasize the depth and stretch of Christ’s “emptying” in His incarnation

b. In 2:6, Christ is “in the form of God”; here, in 2:7, Christ is in the “form of a bondservant”
i. A “bondservant” is an “others-person”

ii. A “bondservant” relinquishes his own personal rights and privileges in order to meet the personal needs and desires of others

c. As God, no one is greater than Christ; as a bondservant, no one was lower than Christ—“Christ descended from the highest heights to the lowest lows”

d. We will examine this point more in-depth in our next lesson—“The Humiliation of Christ”

3. Third, “coming in the likeness of men.”

a. These words emphasize the fact that God became fully human
b. “likeness of men” refers to a human body with human emotions and human capabilities and human weaknesses
c. The Gospels tell us that as a man, Jesus…
· Saw through human eyes (see Matthew 5:1)


· Heard through human ears (see Luke 8:50)

· Spoke with a human mouth (see Matthew 23:1)

· Walked on human feet (see Mark 1:16)

· Touched with human hands (see Matthew 8:3)

d. In Incarnation, Christ did not lose anything, but gained something—“human nature”
e. The infinite God became a finite Man; God who is spirit became a man made of flesh

G. Jesus Christ is fully God and fully Man at the same time!

H. The Athanasian Creed (written in the 5th century A.D.) sums up what the Bible teaches about Jesus’ Incarnation:

“…it is necessary for eternal salvation that one also believe in the incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ faithfully. Now this is the true faith: that we believe and confess that our Lord Jesus Christ, God's Son, is both God and human, equally. He is God from the essence of the Father, begotten before time; and He is human from the essence of His mother, born in time; completely God, completely human, with a rational soul and human flesh; equal to the Father as regards divinity, less than the Father as regards humanity. Although He is God and human, yet Christ is not two, but one. He is one, however, not by His divinity being turned into flesh, but by God's taking humanity to Himself. He is one, certainly not by the blending of His essence, but by the unity of His person. For just as one human is both rational soul and flesh, so too the one Christ is both God and human.”
Consideration

Ten reasons why God the Son became human:

1. First, to demonstrate God’s glory on earth through incarnation

John 17:4  
I have glorified You on the earth. I have finished the work which You have given Me to do.

2. Second, to fulfill Bible prophecy

Isaiah 7:14
…the Lord Himself will give you a sign: Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a Son, and shall call His name Immanuel.

Matthew 1:22 

…all this was done that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the Lord through the prophet, saying: “Behold, the virgin shall be with child, and bear a Son, and they shall call His name Immanuel,” which is translated, “God with us.”
3. Third, to make known the Father to mankind

John 1:18 (NIV)
No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father's side, has made him known.

John 14:8-9 (NLT)  

Philip said, "Lord, show us the Father and we will be satisfied."  Jesus replied, "Philip, don't you even yet know who I am, even after all the time I have been with you? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father! So why are you asking to see him?

4. Fourth, to die in the place of His people on the cross

Hebrews 2:14-15 (NLT)  

Because God's children are human beings—made of flesh and blood—Jesus also became flesh and blood by being born in human form. For only as a human being could he die…

5. Fifth, to save His people from the power of Satan and death

Hebrews 2:14-15 (NLT)  

…only as a human being could he die, and only by dying could he break the power of the Devil, who had the power of death. Only in this way could he deliver those who have lived all their lives as slaves to the fear of dying.

6. Sixth, to save His people from their sins

Matthew 1:20-21
…while [Joseph] thought about these things, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take to you Mary your wife, for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Spirit. And she will bring forth a Son, and you shall call His name JESUS, for He will save His people from their sins.”

7. Seventh, to save His people from bondage to the Law

Galatians 4:4-5 

…when the fullness of the time had come, God sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, that we might receive the adoption as sons.
8. Eighth, to be the Mediator between God and men, and to bring us to God

1 Timothy 2:5
There is one God and one Mediator between God and men, the Man Christ Jesus…
9. Ninth, to become our High Priest who is able to aid us all in our weaknesses
Hebrews 2:17-18

…in all things He had to be made like His brethren, that He might be a merciful and faithful High Priest in things pertaining to God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people. For in that He Himself has suffered, being tempted, He is able to aid those who are tempted.

10. Tenth, to fulfill God’s promise to His people to establish His rule and reign in Israel, sitting on the Throne of David being a descendant of David 

2 Samuel 7:16 

…your [David] house and your kingdom shall be established forever before you. Your throne shall be established forever.

Isaiah 9:6-7

For unto us a Child is born, unto us a Son is given; and the government will be upon His shoulder. And His name will be called Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the increase of His government and peace there will be no end, upon the throne of David and over His kingdom, to order it and establish it with judgment and justice from that time forward, even forever. The zeal of the Lord of hosts will perform this.
Application

A. As Christians, when we talk about the Incarnation of Christ it both (1) confounds our minds and (2) ignites our hearts with passionate worship towards God

1. First, it confounds our minds
1 Timothy 3:16

And without controversy great is the mystery of godliness: God was manifested in the flesh…

Think about this—

aa. Just because some truth in the Bible confounds our minds does not mean that we should ignore it, resent it, or deny it

bb. Confounding doctrines should lead us to deep, awe-struck, heart-engaged doxology 
cc. This brings me to my next point…

2. Second, the doctrine of the Incarnation of Christ ignites our hearts with real, passionate praise and worship for God

a. It should be noted that Philippians 2:5-11 was a hymn (“sacred song”) in the 1st century New Testament Church, and this song celebrated—and still does—the Incarnation of Christ

b. Christianity through the centuries responded to the fact of Jesus’ Incarnation with praise and worship

For example, some 200 years ago Charles Wesley wrote these Christ-saturated, God-glorifying lyrics of praise and worship:

“Christ, by highest heav’n adored; Christ the everlasting Lord; late in time behold He come, offspring of the Virgin’s womb; veiled in flesh the Godhead see; Hail!  The Incarnate Deity; pleased as Man with men to dwell, Jesus, our Emmanuel. Hark! The herald angels sing, “Glory to the newborn King!”

c. We too continue to respond to the profoundly confounding doctrine of the Incarnation of Christ with loud praise and intimate worship—this is the right and logical thing to do

B. Are you trusting in and devoted to Christ—the Incarnate God?
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