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One of the things I do in my job is to read lots of congregation profiles. Most of the 
profiles I read remind me that the church is getting old and small. I know it's not my 
fault, but I can't help it. I know I am paranoid but I was a congregational minister for 25 
years so somehow I feel personally responsible for the aging of the church. It must be 
something I have missed that has not enabled me to fill up the church twice a Sunday 
and preside over 300 strong Sunday schools. It is so obvious really. Everyone knows 
that success is measured by numbers and that the bigger the numbers, the bigger the 
success. The exceptions to that are death rates and golf scores.

Add to all that that the reputation of clergy is not robust in our community at present, 
and you may understand that if my self esteem was not in good order and I was not 
surrounded by a loving, supportive and mission minded church community I might have 
cause for feeling a bit delicate.

I am not feeling sorry for myself. I know that in all jobs and organizations the 
subliminal messages seep through to us that remind us we need to perform better, to 
work harder, to get your act together in this way or in that way.

I think it was with these thoughts in mind that I started reading Paul's letter to the 
Philippians, and I thought, 'Here it is again. Paul is telling his church to tighten up their 
act.' Paul was writing from prison in the expectation of his imminent trial that may lead 
to his death. Maybe this made his letter to this church different from his other writings. 
Here Paul states what he thinks and believes without giving an argued explanation. All 
the way through there are these little messages that touched my notions of inadequacy 
— live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel, be of the same mind with one 
another, do all things without murmuring and arguing, beware of false teachers and so 
forth.

But there is one section that dismisses all thoughts of negativity. Chapter 2: 5-11

NRS Phi 2:5 Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he 
was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 
7 but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And 
being found in human form, 8 he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of 
death -- even death on a cross. 9 Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him 
the name that is above every name, 10 so that at the name of Jesus every knee should 
bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 and every tongue should confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

These are verses that leap out of Paul's letter to the Philippians. Verses 5-11 of Chapter 
2 shine. The rest is good stuff, but its left in the shadow compared with this little hymn 
to Christ. Why is that? Is it because in the rest of the letter Paul tells his readers to be 
like Paul and how they need to change. Does it make me feel like I have dropped in on a 
half time talk from a frustrated coach? But then for these magic verses his language is 
lyrical and the focus of his address is off himself, and off me, the failed-yet-again, if 
you're not careful you will be carrying the drinks next match. The focus switches to 
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Christ, to what Christ is like and what God has done in Christ, so that at the name of 
Jesus every knee shall bend.

Now, for a time my mind does not have to dwell on the sociological statistics that tell 
me that my church is old and dying. I do not need to regret, just for a few verses, that if 
I found some other formula for being the church the glory days of Christendom would 
return.

Here in these few verses the humanity Paul longs that we strive for is laid out and 
demonstrated in the self-emptying, serving, obedient, dying Christ.

The responsibility for the church being great is lifted from my shoulders, for greatness 
is God's work. Every knee bends at the name of Jesus, not because Christ would not 
regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but because God highly exalted 
him and gave him the name that is above every name.

On this day we celebrate that it was this man, whose name is so exulted by God, who 
rode into Jerusalem on a donkey amidst the adulation of the crowds. He certainly got 
the numbers that day. This was a very successful demo – a street march that made its 
point. Matthew tells us that by this bit of street theatre, everyone knew that the prophet 
Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee was in town.

If they weren't there to see the procession or in the temple precinct that day, the citizens 
of Jerusalem would have soon heard what happened in the temple – how he overturned 
the tables of the money changes and the seats of the dove sellers.

How many people, on hearing this news, would have asked themselves, 'I wonder how 
big this fellow's army is to back up what he has been doing today.' The original Palm 
Sunday march and subsequent temple cleansing was an act of political lunacy. Was this 
man driven by a passion for momentary glory? Because without a force of arms or the 
power of God he would not be able to sustain this challenge to the current political 
powers. I would think the disciples hoped for the power of God to intervene because 
they knew they were the only human backup that Jesus had. Would they not have 
known that if Jesus kept on in this way while he was in Jerusalem for the festival, he 
was going to get himself killed? And so he did.

But Paul does not interpret any of Jesus’ ministry in terms of any kind of 
aggrandisement. Quite the contrary. Jesus lived in humble obedience to the will of the 
Father. Drawing attention to himself was politically naïve, but Jesus was never 
motivated by political astuteness but by that which was obedient.

Now, there is a measure for all our actions – have the same mind that was in Christ 
Jesus whose life is measured in terms of humble service and willing obedience even 
though it flew in the face of the world's measuring systems. But, of course, Jesus is all 
about establishing God's measuring systems – that's how it is and that is how it is to be 
under the reign of God.

2


