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“The Longest Journey:  From Heaven to Earth”    Phil. 2:1-11 12/18/16 

 As we continue our series on journeys this morning, I realize that I’ve 

taken quite a few journeys in my life- alone, with my family, and on dozens 

of mission trips, some with over 100 people!  I’ve found that journeys, 

especially those that take many days or cover a long distance can be very 

complicated affairs.  You have to plan for transportation, routes, food, 

lodging, activities, recreation, and communication.  Of course, you also 

have to plan for the expenses involved, and maybe even brush up on 

another language. 

 This morning we are taking a look at the longest journey in the history 

of the planet!  Jesus’ journey from heaven to earth.  And, as we’ll see, it’s a 

pretty complicated and costly journey because there has never been 

anything like it before or since.  It forms the heart of the Christmas story, so 

if you want to understand what the Christmas fuss is all about, you’ll want 

to pay attention.  It also is a journey that has a big impact on the way we 

live our lives. 

 There are a number of places in the New Testament we could go to 

read about this journey- in the four gospels, for example.  But in Paul’s 

letter to Christians in Philippi, Greece, we find a powerful description of this 

journey.   
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 5Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 6who, though he 

was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to 

be exploited, 7but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in 

human likeness. And being found in human form, 8he humbled himself and 

became obedient to the point of death— even death on a cross. (Phil. 2:5-

8) 

 Biblical scholars believe that these words formed an early Christian 

hymn that Paul is quoting or adapting for his use here.  He begins by 

talking about Jesus, the second person of the trinity, in the time before he 

made his journey to earth- the pre-incarnate Jesus.  Paul says that Jesus 

was in the “form” of God, which can be a little misleading.  The Greek word 

for “form” (morphe) doesn’t have a good English synonym, but it means 

“having the very essence of.”  The New International Version translates the 

phrase, “Jesus…who being in very nature God…” which I think gets at the 

real meaning here. 

 The first disciples believed that when they encountered Jesus in the 

flesh, they were encountering God.  They struggled to figure out how to 

explain that, since they had always believed that God was one.  “How can 

God now be two?” they wondered.  And how could he be human and divine 

at the same time?  Christians who came after them puzzled over the same 

thing.  Some early Christians tried to solve the problem by saying that 
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Jesus was less than God, that he wasn’t fully God, while others tried to 

explain it by saying that Jesus was less than human.  In time, the church 

came to affirm the truth that Jesus is both fully human and fully God.  And 

they pointed to passages like this one, that affirms both the humanity and 

divinity of Jesus. 

The Christmas carol, “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing,” describes 

Jesus’ coming like this, “Veiled in flesh, the Godhead see.  Hail the 

incarnate deity.”  God in the flesh.  And the popular Christmas song, “Mary 

Did You Know?” gets it right when it asks of Mary, “Mary did you know… 

that when you kiss your little baby, you have kissed the face of God?”  

Mary was kissing God’s face, as astounding a thought as that is!  Jesus is 

the same God who created all things, including whirling galaxies in 

numbers and dimensions of space that we cannot begin to comprehend.   

But, although Jesus was fully God, he didn’t hang on to all the 

privileges of divinity, exploiting his position of power.  Rather, he emptied 

himself, becoming like a servant, becoming a human being.  He set aside 

his omniscience, his omnipresence, his divine power, and his glory.  He set 

aside his close fellowship with the other members of the trinity.  He emptied 

himself, in Paul’s words. 

But there’s more. Paul wants to be sure we understand that Jesus 

was also fully human, using that same word “form” to describe his 
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humanity.  “Being found in human form,” he says.  Theologians would later 

argue passionately about the importance of this mystery of the infinite God 

taking on human flesh, and becoming 100% human. Why was it so 

important to them?  In the 3rd century the African theologian, Athanasius, 

summed it up well when he said, “What has not been assumed- or taken on 

by Jesus- has not been redeemed.”  “What has not been assumed, has not 

been redeemed.”  Since sin has touched every part of our humanity- our 

bodies, our emotions, our minds, our relationships- Jesus needed to be  

human in every way in order to set it all right again.  Fully God and fully 

human.   

Some of you have been watching the Netflix series, “The Crown,” 

about Queen Elizabeth II, who began her reign in 1952, and continues to 

reign today in her nineties.  When the Queen comes to visit part of her 

domain, she does so accompanied by great displays of wealth and power- 

with the finest gowns and clothing, military escorts for her protection, 

careful screening of everyone with whom she comes into direct contact, 

bands and trumpets to sound her coming, etc.  Jesus, as God in the flesh, 

certainly deserved a welcome that far exceeds the royal welcome of Queen 

Elizabeth.  But he set all of that aside, humbled himself, and became an 

ordinary, poor, Jewish peasant.  And he did it so that you and I could be 
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fully redeemed, made right with God again, our sins forgiven.  And, so that 

we could relate to God and hear him. 

Radio broadcaster Paul Harvey used to tell a story of a man who was 

alone in his home one Christmas Eve.  His family had gone to church, but 

he didn’t have much faith in Christmas myths, so he was content to stay 

home and read by the fire.  Suddenly, he heard a thump.  Then another 

one.  And another one.  At first he thought someone must be throwing 

snowballs at his window, but when the next one came, he saw that it was a 

bird flying into his window.  In fact, there was a whole flock of birds outside 

in the blowing snow and bone-chilling cold.  They were trying to get in.   

He was concerned that they might freeze to death, so he went 

outside, figuring if he opened the door to his barn, they might come in and 

have some shelter.  So his opened the door, turned on the light, and waited 

for them to come in.  But they didn’t.  He went back inside and got some 

breadcrumbs and sprinkled them in front of the barn door, creating a trail 

that led inside, figuring that food might lure them in.  They didn’t respond.  

He tried catching them, and when that didn’t work, he began shooing them 

into the barn by walking around them waving his arms.  That just caused 

them to scatter in every direction, except into the barn. 

Finally, he realized that they were afraid of him.  To them, he was a 

strange and terrifying stranger.  “If only there were some way to let them 
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know that they can trust me,” he thought.  “That I am not trying to hurt 

them, but to help them.”  But how?  Everything he did seemed to frighten or 

confuse them.  They just wouldn’t follow him, because they feared him. 

Then it occurred to him, “If only I could be a bird, and mingle with 

them and speak their language.  Then I could tell them not to be afraid, and 

then I could show them the way to safety in the barn.  But I would actually 

have to become one of them so they could see and hear and understand 

me.”  It was at that moment that he heard the distant pealing of church bells 

as the services ended.  And he understood the Christmas message about 

God becoming a human being for the first time, and he fell to his knees in 

the snow. 

Clearly, part of our response to the journey of Jesus on our behalf is 

to fall down and honor him, acknowledging the great debt that we owe to 

him.  And, that is part of what we do in worship each week, if we’re paying 

attention.  We are expressing our gratitude to God for his grace toward us.  

But we also honor him by the way we live our lives.  And that is actually the 

reason Paul wrote these words to those Christians at Philippi.  He wanted 

them to change how they were living.  Listen to the verses that come 

immediately before the passage we have been looking at.  

If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, 

any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, 2make my joy 
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complete: be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord 

and of one mind. 3Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in 

humility regard others as better than yourselves. 4Let each of you look not 

to your own interests, but to the interests of others. 5Let the same mind be 

in you that was in Christ Jesus… (Phil. 2:1-5a) 

 Here and elsewhere, we learn that the Christians in Philippi weren’t 

getting along so well with each other.  What a shock!  Church people 

quarreling with one another!  Some things don’t change, do they?  At any 

rate, Paul calls them to practice those Christian virtues of compassion and 

love and humility.  He calls them to let go of selfishness, and to look out for 

one another.  Why?  He tells them that they should have the same mind 

that Jesus did, and then he writes those verses we looked at earlier that 

describe how Jesus set aside all his divine prerogatives and became one of 

us, in order to save us.  This exquisite description of God’s love for us in 

Jesus Christ is given in response to the poor conduct of Christians who 

couldn’t get along with each other!  Paul wants us to learn what Jesus is 

like, so we can learn what we should be like! 

 So this Christmas, in addition to giving thanks to Jesus for taking his 

costly journey to become one of us so that our humanity can be redeemed, 

there’s also some real-life, nitty-gritty, rubber-meets-the-road work to be 

done.  This Christmas, when we gather with our families and friends around 
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the living room, or with fellow church members in worship, we need to do 

our part to make peace.  If we’re holding a grudge, we need to let it go, and 

attempt to be reconciled.  If we’re tempted to act in a selfish way, we need 

to set that aside, and look out for the needs and wants of others.  If we’re 

tempted to think we’re better than someone else, we need to confess that 

to God, and ask God to give us humility.  “Let the same mind be in you that 

was in Christ Jesus.” (Phil. 2:5) 


