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Introduction
Christology is an integral part of Christian doctrine. Not only that, Christology must also
be a central component to Christian living. The kenosis not only establishes the divinity and
humanity of Christ but it also guides a believer in living for and like Christ.
Semantic Range of Kenosis
The term kenosis comes from the Greek verb kevow (kenod), which, at its most basic
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level, carries the idea of “to empty.”" Other expressions within its range of meaning are: “to
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divest one’s self of one’s prerogatives,” “abase one’s self,” “to deprive a thing of its proper
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functions,” “to show to be without foundation,” “falsify.”* Kenosis Christology is based on a
conjugation of kevow found in Philippians 2:7. The verb is often translated by moderately literal
translations as “made . . . of no reputation” (KJV and NKJV);’ these apparently see the meaning
as abasement. Translations that hold to a stricter literal translation philosophy follow the more
customary definition and translate kevow as “emptied” (NASB) or “did empty” (Young’s Literal
Translation). The New Living Translation, based on a thought-for-thought method, follows after
the idea of divestment: “gave up . . . divine privileges.” Most other modern English translations
are close to one of these three renderings.

As evidenced by the variations among translations, each translation group employs

different aspects of the semantic range in communicating the idea of kenosis. The lexical
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possibilities of kenosis are not sufficient to help one to understand how Paul uses the term—
nonetheless, these definitions supply a starting point for further direction and exploration.
Kenosis in Christology
Christology is the study of the work and the person of Christ. Such a study seeks “to
interpret the significance and meaning of Jesus Christ for our own times in light of biblical and

** To do this, the believer investigates the person of Christ. Inevitable in

historical developments.
Christological study is reflection on the incarnation of the Son. Inquiry into this realm leads one
to think upon the two natures of Christ and their relationship to each other.

The kenosis is about the incarnation event. It is about the person who existed in God’s
form and emptied himself (Philippians 2:6-7). The emptying of Christ is the heart of the
incarnation, speaks to the subject of the dual nature of Christ, and is the contribution of the
kenosis to Christology.

Historical Interpretations

Systematic Christological formulations based on the kenosis developed late in the
nineteenth century and in the first half of the twentieth. Various ways in which the kenosis has
been articulated have arisen as theologians and thinkers began to think on the kenosis and further
explore it. Some have postulated a kenotic theory on a biblical basis. Others have sought to
understand kenosis predominantly from a philosophical approach, with the two natures of Christ
as a starting point.

In an exegetical study on Philippians 2:5-11, Ralph R. Martin describes various

perspectives on the kenosis verse. These Christologies are expressions of the kenosis from a

4. Veli-Matti Karkkidinen, Christology: A Global Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
Academic, 2003), 9.



plethora of angles: kenosis as a vacating of God’s form (Gore), as the poverty of Christ
(Dibelius), in terms of sociology (Bornhduser and Maurenbrecher), as the result of a decision
prior to creation (Michaelis), as a surrender to demonic powers (Kédsemann), as a statement about
the Suffering Servant of Isaiah (Robinson and Jeremias), and as a characterization of the one
called to suffering because of righteousness (Schweizer).” Each of these understandings is
established largely on the content of 2:7.
Erickson’s sizeable volume on Christology has a section devoted to kenotic Christology.
In it, he presents a synopsis of the more philosophical formulations of theologians Thomasius
and Forsyth. For Thomasius, who is said to have developed the “classical formulation” of
kenotic Christology,” central to expounding the kenosis was the divine attributes of God.
Thomasius attempted to deal with the logical issue of Jesus being both finite and infinite. In
Erickson’s words, Thomasius proposed that
each of the divine attributes can be classified as either immanent or relation. The
immanent attributes of God are those which he has in and of himself, independent of the
creation. . . .They are basic or essential attributes, those which make God what he is. The
relationship attributes, on the other hand, have to do with God’s relationship to the
creation. They are not essential to God in himself. . . . What the Logos did in becoming
incarnate was to give up the relational attributes, while retaining the immanent attributes.’

The emptying, then, in Thomasius’ view, was a relinquishing of attributes known by omni-

prefix.®
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Forsyth, on the other hand, rejected Thomasius’ theory that the Logos had given up any
attributes.” Forsyth’s focus was directed toward Christ’s divine and human consciousness. The
divine consciousness was intentionally limited in becoming human. However, Forsyth argues
that “self-limitation is not a diminution of divinity,” an idea he appropriated from Thomasius."

A more recent development in kenotic idea comes from philosopher Stephen T. Davis.
The kenotic form Davis propounds is similar to that of Thomasius. Like the theologian, Davis
sees two sets of attributes. He calls them “essential” and “accidental”;'' they seem to parallel
“essential” and “relational” of the older model. But unlike Thomasius, who seems to categorize
only the divine attributes, Davis also differentiates between the essential and accidental attributes
of humanity.'? Out of this differentiation, Davis posits concepts he calls truly human, merely
human, truly divine, divine simpliciter."> Simpliciter is qualified as “being divine without being
human” and has certain essential properties such as the omni- attributes, while merely human is
“being human without being divine”—that is, contingency, finiteness, and non-omni- qualities
are essential to it.'* Applied to the incarnation,

God gave up any divine attributes inconsistent with being human, which would

necessarily be accidental, while he retained all essential divine attributes. Similarly, he
did not assume any human attributes inconsistent with being divine, which would
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necessarily be accidental, while he assumed those attributes which are essential to
humanity."

Davis’s endeavor is an admirable one and will direct future work in an apparently promising
direction. Erickson, however, points out that problems exist in distinguishing between true
divinity and divine simpliciter.'®

All the historical kenotic statements mentioned are commendable. Expositors and
theologians have sought to produce coherent declarations about the dual nature of Christ, from
either a textual view or a philosophical one. The problem, however, as Erickson has observed, is
the historical interpretations have neglected “intensive literal exegesis” and as a result have
failed “to extract from the text an explanation of what ‘emptying himself’ means, in what it
consisted, and how it was accomplished.”"”

Interpretive Considerations

The verse in which kevow is found occurs in the larger segment of Philippians 2:5-11.
The way a particular word is used is determined with more than a few considerations. Ponder the
large range of meaning of many words. How a particular word is to be understood is influenced
by its grammatical relation to other words, form of communication, tone, and cultural and
literary contexts, just to name a few factors. In his classic work on biblical exegesis, D. A.
Carson closes the chapter on word-study fallacies with a stress on context and its significance.

He writes that “the heart of the issue is that semantics, meaning, is more than meaning of words.
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16. Ibid., 555. Some have not some of the philosophical problems with Davis’s approach.
For a philosophical rebuttal of Davis, see Oliver D. Crisp, Divinity and Humanity: The
Incarnation Reconsidered (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 122-139.

17. Erickson, Word, 552.



,’1

It involves phrases, sentences, discourse, genre, style. 8 For this study, literary context, genre,
are grammar will suffice.
Genre

Scholars virtually agree that Philippians 2:6-11 is a Christian hymn. Still debated is the
question of the hymn’s structure and author."” Ernst Lohmeyer’s take on the structure is the most
popular;*® he sees the passage as “a Christological hymn set in rhythmical form and composed of

»2! This arrangement lends weight to the hymnal structure of

six strophes, each with three lines.
the kenosis passage.

Others have come to similar conclusions regarding the hymn form and structure. Martin,
for example, structures the verses into “six pairs, and arranged in such a way that they could
been chanted in an antiphonal manner.”** Other divisions considered by scholars are three, four,
and five strophe divisions.”

Literary Context

A kenotic theme runs throughout these verses as a whole. Millard Erickson notes that

Donald G. Dawe sees a “kenosis motif” run throughout Christian literature, with which Erickson

18. D. A. Carson, Exegetical Fallacies (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1984),
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Electronic, 2004), 100-103.
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includes the Philippians passage.”* The presence of the motif in these verses indicates that the
ideas found therein are significant as a whole to kenosis Christology. Language such as “form of
God” (uopdfy BcodD—morphéi theou), “did not consider it robbery” (kpToyloOV TyNoato—
harpagmon égésato), “equal with God” (loo Beqy—isa theoi), and “form of a servant” (LopdTy
dovAouv—morphén doulou) are key elements to a greater understanding of the kenosis. The idea
of kenosis must be understood in light of the surrounding verses.

Grammar

This section will examine only the necessary grammatical elements for coming to a
definite idea of kenosis. To ease comprehension, individual verses will be analyzed.

Verse 5. The verse begins with 0¢ (%os), a relative pronoun referring back to Christ Jesus
(Xprot® Inood—Christoi lesou). The word translated “being” (bnapywv—~hyparchon) is a
present participle and occurs at the same time of the verb “consider” (fyfoato—hégésato).”
The idea is that at the time Christ did not consider equality with God to be robbery, he existed in
the form of God.

Verse 6. The verse begins with &AL (alla) and indicates a strong contrast between what

»2% In the phrase

preceded it and what follows: “the two verses are expressing a real contrast.
“made Himself of no reputation,” Henry Alford notes that “Himself” is emphatic.*’ This conveys

a focus on the person, not the action.
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25. See Ray Summers, Essentials of New Testament Greek, rev. Thomas Sawyer, rev. ed.
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The text further describes how Christ made himself of no reputation: “by taking the form
of the a bondservant.” Wallace categorizes the participle “taking” (Aawv—Iabon) as a participle
of means, meaning it

indicates the means by which the action of a finite verb is accomplished. . . . In some

sense, the participle of means almost always defines the action of the main verb; i.e., it

makes more explicit what the author intended to convey with the main verb.*®
Emptying, therefore, is connected with the form of a servant.
A Sustainable Interpretation

Having expounded the principal aspects of the text—genre, literary context, and
grammar—the next step is to interpret the data and draw the appropriate conclusions that can be
drawn without going too far past the text.

The issue in the passage pertains to Christ’s emptying. Hawthorne asks, “Of what did
Christ empty himself?”*” As noted previously, many scholars have interpreted Christ’s emptying
in different ways. The attempt here will consider a couple of points: (1) the extent of genre
influence on the text, and (2) the connections between the grammar and context that revolve
around kenosis.

The influence of genre on words is important. Whether they do this consciously or not,
most will interpret non-prose in a different way than prose. Poetry is understood to be
metaphorical in nature, unlike prose. Most scholars, notes Martin, accept the hymnic

composition of Philippians 2:5-11, and believe that the passage is to be understood in a different

manner:

28. Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the
New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1996), 628-630.

29. Hawthorne, Philippians, 117.



It has become a sententia recepta of literary criticism that Philippians ii. 611 is clearly

to be distinguished from the neighbouring verses of the Epistle; and its language and style

must be treated as totally unlike the language and style of epistolary prose.™
Furthermore, on his comments on the kenosis verse, Martin himself concludes that the idea of
emptying is metaphorical and not metaphysical.’' A metaphysical view of kenosis seems to see
the object of the emptying as the divine popdn—or at least divine attributes. Crisp critiques
ontological kenotic Christology in his work on kenosis.’> Martin argues for a metaphorical view
on the grounds of the linguistic connection of the Greek with the Hebrew through the Septuagint
that leads to the “postulated identification of Jesus in the form a servant with the Servant of

Yahweh in the Isaiah songs.”’

The evidence to take the kenosis as metaphorical is reasonably
strong.

Within the text itself, one will find clues to the meaning of kenosis. To recall previous
points, Christ existed in the form of God. He did not think of equality with God as robbery. In
contrast to this, however, he emptied himself. He took on the form of a slave.

The “form of God” must be further clarified. In his commentary on the New Testament,
Craig S. Keener remarks that some see “form” as having to do with “God’s image.”** Such an

idea is too vague to fit the text here, and Keener is not clear what is meant by “image.”

Hawthorne writes in a short essay that “Christ had no other manner of existing . . . apart from

30. Martin, 28.
31. Ibid., 194.
32. Crisp, 122-139.
33. Ibid., 168.

34. Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 560.



possessing the rank, status, position, condition, function of God.” Erickson notes that the
equivalent of wopdn for the early church was o0oila (ousia—essence). The form of God speaks
of Jesus’ nature. Therefore, popdr| speaks of essential form.

Hawthorne makes an interesting observation regarding emptying. He observes that the
participles indicate that “Christ’s self-giving was accomplished by taking, that his self-emptying
was achieved by become what he was not before, that his kenosis came bout not by subtraction

but by addition.”*

Taking the form of a servant involved coming in the likeness of humanity.”’

Erickson approaches the kenosis from a different angle but ends in the same place with
Hawthorne. Erickson also sees the participle as “an explanation of how Jesus emptied himself.”*®
While for Erickson there is an emptying, this emptying is of equality and not form—the kenosis
is an “addition of human attributes.”’

Conclusion

Paul exhorted his audience to have a kenosis mind. Christ existed and continues to exist
as God. Yet, he decided not to exercise his divine rights in becoming fully human. Instead, the

Lord became a humble servant. Followers of Christ, though privileged to be children of God,

must serve one another in love.
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