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This Sunday's lesson looks at the Easter event as understood by Paul. The main 
lesson is based on Philippians 2:5-11, which tells the story of the preexistence of 
Christ, the incarnation of Jesus, the crucifixion, and the resurrection. We are living 
in desperate times this year and the message of Easter is desperately needed in a 
time of despair and anxiety. Philippians 2 presents the message of Easter and from 
my point of view it is also the best presentation of the gospel message. The 2nd 
part of the lesson provides Paul's analysis of the meaning of the resurrection from 
1st Corinthians 15. For Paul the entire Christian message rested on the bedrock of 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ. This year, Easter is coming just in the nick of time. 
I pray you will find these words helpful as we struggle together against the forces 
of a pandemic. 

 
 

Philippians 2:5-11 
Paul and the Resurrection  

Thomas H. Graves 
 

1) The importance of the Easter event, the resurrection of Jesus Christ and the 
promise of resurrection for us all came to mean a great deal more to me in the 
last few years with the death of my mother and the wives of 2 of my very best 
friends. And now during a medical crisis for us all it seems as if Easter comes 
just in the nick of time. The resurrection of Christ is the bedrock truth of the 
Christian faith. Paul was right, everything else is folly if the resurrection is not 
true. At a time of despair, we desperately need to hear a word of hope. 
 

2)  2:5-11 The Mind of Christ 
 
a) This passage is a hymn about Christ. There is scholarly debate as to whether 

Paul wrote this hymn or simply adopted this hymn for inclusion in his 
Philippian letter. Fred Craddock concludes that Paul adopted an early 
Christian hymn but edited it to include some wording of his own, 
particularly the phrase “even death on the cross.” In the Greek it is clearly in 
poetic or hymn form, though the stanzas have been arranged differently by 
various commentators. The classic form of the hymn was described in the 



1920s by Ernst Lohmeyer who divided the hymn into six stanzas of 
preexistence, incarnation, ministry and death, exaltation, glorification, and 
confession. Others arrange it in three stanzas of preexistence, existence and 
post existence. Regardless of our analysis, in the Greek this is a beautiful 
hymn. As you listen to these words you can hear the worship services of 
some of the very 1st Christian as they celebrated Easter.  
 

b) More importantly than the form of the hymn is the message of the hymn. 
The classic interpretation of these words was to emphasize how the 
description of Christ in Philippians 2:5-11 is contrasted to the description of 
Adam in Genesis 2 and 3. The classic approach was to say this hymn was 
written to show a contrast between the first Adam and the second Adam, 
Jesus Christ. The essence of Paul’s appeal is that Jesus, not Adam, should be 
our model for how we live in this world.  
 

c) In contrast to the description of Jesus in Philippians, here is the description 
of Adam found in Genesis 2-3: 
 
i) Made in the Image of God (same as Jesus) 
ii) Thought It a Prized to Be Grasped (opposite of Jesus) 
iii) To Be like God (same) 
iv) Strove to Be of a Reputation (opposite) 
v) Spurned Being God’s Servant (opposite) 
vi) Wishing to Be in the Likeness of God (same) 
vii) Being Found in Fashion as a Man (same) 
viii) He Exalted Himself (opposite) 
ix) Was Disobedient unto Death (opposite) 
 

d) This hymn begins with the idea of Christ existing from the very beginning of 
time. The idea of the preexistence of Christ is a strange and curious notion. 
The Bible begins with a simple statement, “In the beginning God.” So why 
do we need to speculate about what was before the beginning. But there are 
key passages in the New Testament, such as the gospel of John chapter 1, 
that affirm the preexistence of Christ. The early Christians used this idea of 
preexistence as a way of saying that the Jesus of Nazareth they encountered 



in history was a reality beyond all the limitations and contingencies of time 
and history. Seen from this perspective the resurrection in a way is a 
homecoming. 
 

e) Regardless of this traditional interpretation, I believe that what we have in 
this brief Philippian passage is the finest summation of the Christian 
message in all of Scripture. If I could take only one single biblical passage as 
an expression of my understanding of faith, this would be it. Here we have 
the gospel in a nutshell. 
 

f) The terms translated “in the form and likeness of God in verses 6-8 are very 
imprecise in their meaning and are much debated. Regardless of what it 
meant to be like God or to grasp to be like God, the point is that Christ 
abandoned all such claims in order to empty himself into a human form. The 
description of Christ emptying himself into human form affirms that Christ 
comes to live on earth with all the frailty and limitations of humankind, but 
more than that, he becomes a servant or slave obedient even to death. 
 

g) The Humility of Christ – To a church in disunity, fighting for power and 
status with one another, Paul offers a picture of their Lord. A picture not of 
one grasping for power or manipulating others, but of a self-giving and 
sacrificial life that was willing even to die for others. Here is the basic 
pattern of Jesus Christ, die to self and gain true life. The current Pope has 
chosen the name of St. Francis. Remember the prayer of that great saint: “It 
is by giving that we receive. It is by self- forgetting that we find. It is by 
forgiving that we are forgiven. It is by dying that we are born to eternal life.” 
Fred Craddock puts it in these words: “The central event in the drama of 
salvation is an act of humble service.” That is one point concerning the 
resurrection that I want to stress: the resurrection validates the self-giving 
life of Jesus, the sacrificial way of living, the model of the suffering servant, 
and that of the wounded healer. It is God’s statement that a life of humility is 
the pathway of authentic life. 
 

h) At verse nine the focus of the hymn dramatically changes from Christ as the 
subject of the hymn, to God as the one who acts. It is God who acts to exalt 



Jesus Christ. In Greek the word translated “therefore” or “wherefore” is 
simply a 3-letter word, “DIO”. I remember a marvelous sermon preached by 
Bishop Stephen Neil on just that one word. His point was that the exaltation 
of Jesus Christ occurred only after his life of self-giving love and sacrifice, 
including death on the cross. The very important point he was making is that 
we can never separate the resurrection from the crucifixion. Glorification 
only comes when one has walked the way of the cross. There is no shortcut 
to glorification. Remember Satan’s temptations in the wilderness. Make 
bread from the stones and feed the onlookers, jump from the top of the 
Temple to impress the spectators, and lastly force people into the kingdom 
by the power of the sword. Each one was a shortcut to power and glory. And 
each time Jesus says, no, the pathway to glory will only come through a life 
of humble service.  
 

i) The Old Testament citation used in the New Testament to describe the 
exaltation of Jesus is found in Psalm 110:1: “The Lord says to my Lord: sit 
at my right hand, till I make your enemies your footstool.” This exaltation 
includes the Lordship of Christ over every power in the entire created realm 
– in heaven, on earth, and under the earth as well. That is, there is no place 
in the whole universe that is beyond the redemptive love of Jesus Christ. The 
act of exaltation is the divine vindication of what the hymn has declared – 
the humble sacrificial life of Christ is the authentic model of salvation. I 
remember well a marvelous Easter sermon preached by an African 
American pastor in Charlotte answering the question, “Why is Jesus sitting 
down at the right hand of God?” The answer: because Jesus has done 
absolutely everything possible that Jesus could do to bring salvation to us. 
 

j) There is a danger here of making the formula of humiliation as a pathway to 
glorification into a motivation where our reason for humble service is in 
order to gain future glory for ourselves. That misses the entire point of 
Paul’s writing. Fred Craddock argues, “Christ emptied himself, served and 
died – without promise of reward. That was the agony in the garden and that 
was the cry of forsakenness on the cross. The extraordinary fact of Christ’s 
act was that at the cross the future was apparently closed to him. As Karl 
Barth has expressed it, the door was locked; his obedient service came at the 



bitter end. The grave of Christ was a cave, not a tunnel. Christ acted on our 
behalf without view of gain. That is precisely what God has exalted and 
vindicated: self-denying service for others to the point of death with no 
claim of return, no eye upon a reward.” 
 

k) The Humility of the Believer – If that is a pattern of Jesus Christ then what 
of us? Paul writes: “Think this in yourself which you also think in Christ 
Jesus.” Self-assertion is not the path to glory; selfishness is not the pattern 
for the Christian life. If we are his then a life of self-giving and sacrifice for 
others must be our pathway as well. 
 

l) The Worship of Christ – The motive for our worship is certainly not one of 
force or in response to command, but as a result of God’s love for us which 
evokes our love for God. We are won to faith, not so much by rational 
argument and certainly not by our own effort. We come to faith in Jesus 
Christ as a result of God’s love for us as we see in the persistent, sacrificial 
ministry of Christ. As Will Campbell put it, “We are all SOB’s but God 
loves us anyway.”  
 

m) “Jesus Christ is Lord” – This is the earliest Christian creed. It is easy to say 
but very difficult to live. 
 

3) Questions concerning the Resurrection 
 
a) How important is the resurrection to you? 
b) What happened in the resurrection? 
c) What difference does the Resurrection make to you? 
d) Why do you believe in the resurrection? 
e) How can you best demonstrate your belief in the resurrection? 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Easter Sunday 
1st Corinthians 15: 1-29 

 
1. Introduction:  What is the most characteristic word of the Christian faith? 

 
a. Love – the Buddhists speak of the same idea of love 

 
b. Power – the Islamic faith sees God’s power as the dominant force in 

all of life 
 

c. Service – in Jewish life you have the same call to servanthood 
 

d. Resurrection – that is the one word that uniquely describes the faith of 
the Christian community. It gives a definition to the life of the 
believer. It not only describes our understanding of Jesus Christ, but 
describes the life of believers as well, those who are themselves arisen 
to walk in a new way of life. And it gives definition to the community 
of the church, the family of the resurrected ones. It gives focus to the 
Christian message: there is hope even at a time of fearful plague. It is 
the essence of the message of Jesus as he states repeatedly: you can 
begin life anew. There is symmetry in the 1st miracle of Jesus and the 
miracle of the resurrection. Just as he brings new life to the wedding 
celebration by providing new wine from lifeless vats of water, so in 
the resurrection we see Christ’s victory over death itself and the 
announcement that life can begin anew. 

 
e. We focus today on the fact of Christ’s resurrection 2000 years ago. 

That is the central focus of our Christian faith. In 1st Corinthians 15 
Paul said it correctly: without the resurrection our service is a sham, 
the Bible is a fiction, our prayers are in vain, our teaching is 
ridiculous, our faith is a folly, and our preaching is meaningless. We 
are a resurrection people proclaiming a resurrection faith. 
 

f. What happened on this day is important and yet it is one of the most 
difficult doctrines of our faith to understand. Other points of our faith 



are easy to grasp: Jesus calls us to love one another, God created the 
heavens and the earth, we are called to live an ethical life consistent 
with our profession of faith, we are responsible for how we live before 
God. But there is one place where all the agreement and easy 
explanations fail us: a corpse is revived and transformed, and a grave 
is left empty. It is difficult for modern minds to grasp, but it is crucial 
for Christians to understand. 

 
2. How do I know the resurrection really happened? 

  
a. Look at Paul’s testimony in 1st Corinthians. Why does Paul affirm the 

resurrection: I’ve talked to eyewitnesses, I read it in the Scriptures, I 
heard it preached, I know people who saw the resurrected Lord. But 
most of all, I know the truth of the resurrection because “as to one 
untimely born, he appeared to me also.” That is, the resurrected Lord 
transformed his life.  
 

b. Look at the change in the life of the disciples. After the arrest of 
Christ, the disciples were in disarray. Their world had crumbled; they 
were scared. Peter denied he ever knew him. With one exception they 
were afraid to even go to the place of the crucifixion. They made 
plans to escape from Jerusalem and flee back to their old life in 
Galilee. Judas killed himself and the 11 others were in despair. They 
were feeling like frighten fools, like they had been deluded by the 
preacher from Galilee. But now look at that same group of disciples a 
few days later, after the Easter event. People are laughing, singing, 
praising God, and plotting the future course of their new movement. 
Same people, same city, facing the same enemies. So, what had 
happened? The Easter event had happened. That was the difference; 
that was the only difference. The difference that turned their despair 
into joy, their hopelessness into faith, their grief into celebration and 
their fear into courage. This is an important word to us as well. 

 
3. What does the resurrection mean? 

 



a. It means that the way Christ lived is validated for all. The resurrection 
and the crucifixion can never be separated in their meaning. For what 
happens in the resurrection is an authentication of a life and death of 
servanthood and self-giving love. That was the meaning of Philippians 
2:5-11. Christ’s life of humility and obedience is the only pathway to 
glorification. There is no shortcut to glory; the only route toward 
resurrection is by way of the cross. Recently, a minister in town was 
heard to make the statement that our world has enough sorrow and 
tragedy, so the Christian community should move beyond a focus on 
crucifixion and center our proclamation on the joy of the resurrection. 
That is wrong. You cannot speak of one without the other. 

 
b. It means that God’s love has no limits. In the events of Holy Week 

and particularly in the crucifixion we see that God will go to any 
length to express his love, even to death on a cross if that is necessary. 
There are no limits to God’s love. God would rather die than stop 
loving us. Who was there at the foot of the cross? Only his disciple 
John and a group of women followers including his mother. All the 
others had left. Jesus was abandoned yet he was willing to speak 
words of forgiveness. When the worst was done “then” he said, father 
forgive. After almost all his disciples had left, after all that had been 
done to him, with nails in his hands, then he speaks words of love. 
Now remember the 1st words of the resurrection, they were words 
seeking those who had abandoned him. As the angel proclaims, go 
and tell the disciples and tell Simon Peter. We will never, never out 
run God’s love for us. Francis Thompson speaks of Christ as the 
“Hound of Heaven”, tracking us down, pursuing us wherever we go. 
In our hatred, cruelty, frailty, struggle, even then. The resurrection 
tells us that God’s love is eternal. The only barrier to God’s gracious 
love and acceptance, is our refusal to accept God’s love. 
 

c. It means that we have seen the end of history in the middle of history. 
The destiny of all life is in the hands of God and the resurrection 
pronounces that God has the power to overcome all the death-dealing 
powers of this world. The resurrection of Jesus Christ is only a 



foretaste of what is to come for us and all creation. The resurrection of 
Jesus is like a crucial battle that determines the outcome of a war. It’s 
like Gettysburg or D-day. Or it’s like reading the last chapter of a 
mystery novel first. The event of Easter is not just a historical event, it 
is a proclamation of our future destiny is well. 

 
d. It means that God’s love is omnipotent. The most powerful force in all 

creation is God’s love. In the cross we see all the forces of evil 
bearing down upon Christ. The force of Caesar’s governmental 
power, the force of Caiaphas’ religious piety, the force of the fickle 
masses crying “hosanna” and 5 days later shouting “crucify him”, the 
power of death itself, all the forces of the world’s evil are met in that 
event. Here is the Easter message: God through Christ is victorious 
over all the evil powers of this world. Who has the final word to say 
on this day? Was it Judas and his act of greed? Was it Caiaphas with 
his haughty piety? Was it Pilate with his cowardice? Was it Herod 
with his frivolous lifestyle? Was it Caesar in all his glory? No. This 
day tells us that Jesus the Christ has the final say. When all the others 
have gone, the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, remain as the 
most astounding fact of life on this planet. Paul phrases it this way in 
Romans chapter 8: “There is absolutely nothing that can overcome the 
love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord: not life, nor death, nor powers, 
nor anything else in all creation, nothing that has happened or that will 
happen.” Nothing can ever rob us of God’s love. These are scary 
times as we face grief, depression, pain, sickness, anxiety and 
loneliness. Know this today: more powerful than any force that 
plagues us now is the love of Christ. The resurrection announces that 
the Pilates, the Herods and the Caesars of this world are liars. They 
have fallen; they are no longer. But this Jesus who loved us so, that 
love is forever. His word remains. 
 

e. Most importantly, it means that the resurrection can happen to us 
today, right here and right now. We can be reborn, we can be 
renewed, we can be revived, we can be changed, because God is still 
in the resurrection business. Many of the early biblical manuscripts 



give us a fuller name for the character of Barabas. He is referred to in 
many of those early manuscripts as Jesus Barabas. The early church 
leader, Jerome, in his translation of the Bible into Latin uses exactly 
that name. Just as that crowd in Jerusalem was given the choice of 
which Jesus to follow, that choice is before us as well. The whole 
issue of the Easter event is for us to decide which Jesus will we 
follow. Have we surrendered to our anxieties, been overcome by the 
sickness around us, immobilized by our grief, and become convinced 
that God is dead for us. Have we followed the pathway of Jesus 
Barabas? Or can we be grasped by the joyful truth of this day that 
Christ’s love will rule in our lives? The God who changed the cross 
into a symbol of victory, can change our lives as well. 

 
f. W. E. Sangster, an English Methodist pastor and leader of world 

Methodism, at the age of 58 contracted a quickly debilitating disease 
that caused all his muscles to atrophy. In the last few months of his 
life he was unable to walk or speak, but he wrote a note to his 
daughter on Easter morning of 1960: “It is terrible to wake up on 
Easter morning and have no voice to shout, he is risen! But it would 
still be more terrible to have a voice and not want to shout.” Today we 
can shout he is risen, and we were assured what that means. God’s 
love for us is boundless, God’s love for us is the most powerful force 
we will ever confront, and God’s love can change us if we are ready 
to say, he is risen in my life. 

 

 


