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LIVING ON BENDED KNEE 
A Message About the Discipline of Submission 

Philippians 2:1-11 
 

Who’s The King? 

The story is told of a lion who decided to make sure all the other creatures knew about 
his mastery over the animal kingdom.  Bypassing all of the obviously lesser animals, the 
lion went straight to the bear and asked, "Who is the king of the jungle?"  "Why, you are 
of course," replied the bear.  Next he asked the tiger, "Who is the king of the jungle?"  
The tiger also rejoined "Everyone knows that you are, O mighty lion."  Swelling now with 
pride, the lion asked the same question to a passing elephant.  The pachyderm 
promptly grabbed the lion’s tail with his trunk, whirled him in the air five times, and 
slammed him into a tree.  Then he pounded him on the ground several times, dunked 
him under water in a nearby lake, and finally tossed him up on the shore.   Struggling to 
his feet, the lion looked up at the elephant and said:  "Look, just because you don't 
know the correct answer is no reason for you to get mean about it!" 
 
I don’t believe God wants us to go through life that way.  He doesn't want the elephant 
of illness or economic problems, of family struggles or personal failure, to show us the 
hard way that we are not really the king of the jungle, much less the Lord of all.  God 
wants to give us a source of self-worth that can’t be whirled or beaten out of us.  He 
wants to give us a sense of identity that makes us companions more than competitors 
with the rest of the creatures in this jungle.  God wants us to teach us see ourselves in a 
way that draws us closer rather than making us enemies of the One who ultimately is 
King.  But this kind of security and blessing lies down a trail that many of us lions rarely 
travel -- the path of submission.   
 
Maybe you've noticed how often that theme recurs in the Bible.  "Submit to one 
another out of reverence for Christ," wrote Paul to the church at Ephesus.  "Wives, 
submit to your husbands as to the Lord," he continues.  The Apostle James says:  
"God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.  Submit yourselves, 
therefore, unto God."  The Letter to Timothy said that one of the marks of church 
leaders would be their capacity to keep their children "submissive."  The Book of 
Hebrews calls upon the believer to "obey your leaders and submit to them."  And 
even the prayers of Jesus to God, we are told, were heard -- and I quote -- "because of 
his reverent submission."1 

 
When we link those passages to all those related ones about considering others better 
than yourself, turning the other cheek, and being humble and meek, it becomes clear 
that alot of the New Testament is concerned with calling us towards a lifestyle of 
submission.  In the pages of this book, God says:  "If your sense of what is right and 
wrong doesn't square with mine, submit yours."  "If your ego collides with someone 
else's in a conflict, submit yours."  "If your resources can meet another person's need, 
submit yours."   
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An outsider might naturally think that a calling featured so prominently in Scripture 
would be the object of much devoted striving today.  But, we know that it isn't.  The truth 
is that most of us run from the idea of surrendering our wills, pride, or resources to 
someone else as we would run from a wild beast.  Why is this so?  Well, I would venture 
that guess that it is because we are afraid.  We have heard the call of Christ to deny 
ourselves, and take up our crosses, and follow him,2 and it scares us spitless, for three 
primal reasons. 
 

Submission is Not Self-Hatred 
 
For one thing, the call to self-denial can look like a call to self-hatred.  In that connection 
I think of a difficult boy named Jim that I knew when I was a youth worker in Northern 
Ireland.  Whenever it was time to give out refreshments at our Youth Club, there was 
Jim bullying his way to the front of the pack.  Whenever there was a discussion, Jim had 
to have the last word, even if it meant punching somebody out.  It wasn't till I began to 
visit his home, see the way his drunken father abused him, and hear the way in which 
his older brothers ridiculed him, that I started to understand why Jim could never bear to 
be second to anyone.  Everytime he was told to deny his hunger and go to the end of 
the refreshment line, or deny his urge to speak and be silent, Jim heard the voice of his 
family proclaiming him worthless, calling him to despise himself all over again. 
 
I contrast Jim's story with that of little Susie who returned home from a track and field 
day at her school, reporting that she'd won a big race.  When her mother inquired as to 
where her blue ribbon was, the little girl replied: "Oh, Billy was crying because he didn't 
win a first place ribbon, so I gave it to him..."  "But, honey," protested her mom, "Won't 
you miss having that ribbon?"  "Not really, mom... I know that I'm a winner." 
 
Do you realize that that is true of you too?  When God calls you to deny your need to be 
first in line, your desire to have the last word, your impulse to display your spoils for all 
to see, he isn't calling you to despise yourself; he's calling you to love yourself -- to 
believe that even if everything were taken away, even if you had a family like Jim's, 
nothing could impeach the fact that in God's sight you are a winner.  He is reminding 
you that you can afford to be gracious, for where it really matters -- on the ground of 
ultimate Love -- you've got nothing to lose. 
 

Submission is Not Self-Erasure 
 
But there is a SECOND fear that blocks many of us from answering Christ's call to 
submit ourselves in the details of daily life.  Some of us fear that the call to self-denial is 
really a call to self-erasure, to a loss of identity.  The sad truth is that in the name of 
submissiveness, pathological patterns of authority are sometimes falsely justified; the 
growth of one person in the family or business can be entirely subordinated to the 
needs of another; and sadly, some people do emerge from a life of misguided 
martyrdom feeling like in the effort to serve someone else, they lost themselves.  All of 
these circumstances point up the fact that there are limits to submission -- times when 
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the Holy Spirit will tell us that it is better to resist and even flee from evil, oppression, or 
injustice as it arises in the workplace, the home, or the life of a community.   
 
But let me make it clear that it is never God's intention that in the surrendering of 
ourselves to the service of another, we should have our identity erased.  In fact, just the 
opposite is true.  A young girl, walked into a church and saw for the first time a 
suspended cross.  She asked her father, "Daddy, what's that plus-sign doing up there?"  
Some misguided believer once said that "the cross symbolizes the 'I' crossed out."  
Bishop Melvin Wheatley counted by saying: "That description implies that the cross is a 
minus sign.”  But I submit to you that little girl was right.  “The cross is not a minus sign 
but a plus sign -- not the 'I' crossed-out but the 'I' stretched out -- reaching down into the 
ground of being, up into the infinity of becoming, and out towards as many others as it 
can touch." 
 
Jesus put it this way:  "Whoever loses his life for my sake will find it,"3 and history is 
full of testimony to that truth.  Did Jesus lose his identity when he decided to stop 
teaching on the hillsides and turned his eyes instead towards Calvary?  Did Joni 
Eareckson Tada lose her identity when she made the decision to stop grieving her 
paralysis and turn her energies instead towards encouraging others with disabilities?  
Did Albert Schweitzer or Maggie Gobran lose their identity when they decided to give up 
wealth and position in order to serve the forgotten people of this world?  No they didn't.  
All these people discovered what you and I can, that a person never has a clearer, more 
expansive identity – never a greater self -- than when he or she bends a knee to serve. 
 

Submission is Not Self-Weakening 
 
Christians can submit themselves humbly where others struggle to because they know 
that the call to deny themselves is not a call to self-hatred but really only a reminder of 
how much they're already loved.  Christians can surrender their pride, their possessions 
or their time because they know that the invitation to submit themselves is not a call to 
self-erasure but rather the way in which their fullest self is found.  But there is a THIRD 
concern which the call to self-denial raises up.  Some fear that if I put God, or the needs 
of someone else, before my own, I will be indulging in an act of foolish self-weakening.   
 
Let’s be honest: Submission is not only rarely considered a virtue to be sought these 
days, it is often regarded as something of a vice, a sign of weakness.  Someone who 
consistently yields to another person's wishes, isn't thought of as a saint but a simp.  
Someone who normally treats others as better than him or herself, isn't regarded as a 
friend but a fool.  Someone who regularly prefers to advance the reputation of others 
rather than his or her own, isn't viewed as a winner but a wimp.   
 
But one day, many of the people of this earth are going to be shocked to discover that 
ultimate reality really didn't work that way.  They will be stunned to watch as all the great 
institutions of humanity are swept like dust off the King’s table.  They will discover to 
their amazement that the strongmen of this earth were not in fact the kings of the jungle 
they thought they were, but only arrogant cats permitted a season of strutting by a 
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patient, hopeful Lord.  But what will be most shocking of all will be the sight of those 
who in fact proved strong enough to withstand the blast of that final trumpet.   
 
There will be that student who, when others made fun of him, submissively offered 
kindness in return.  There will be that simple woman who daily sought to submit her will 
and ways to the guidance of Scripture.  There will be the man who in submission to God 
forsook his own comfort to meet the needs of a stranger, and the learned one who 
refused to use great knowledge to put another down.  On that last day, we will all 
discover that the ones who stand tall in the Kingdom there, are those who had the 
strength to bend their knees in self-denial here. 
 

Submission is the Will & Way of Jesus 
 
Why do I believe this is true?  Why do I encourage all of us today to make the discipline 
of submission our daily goal?  I do it for the very simple reason that we have been left 
an example to follow.  Paul reminds the church at Phillippi, “Your attitude should be the 
same as that of Christ Jesus: “Who, being in very nature God, did not consider 
equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the 
very nature of a servant… he humbled himself and became obedient to death--
even death on a cross!  But lest anyone doubt how God views such a submissive 
spirit, or the destiny he has prepared for those who exercise it, Paul continues: 
“Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is 
above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven 
and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” 
  
 
Let us pray... 
 
Loving God, we give you thanks for your dear Son who, for our sakes, submitted himself 
to the struggles of human life and the pain of the cross.  Give us such encouragement 
through his earthly example and heavenly exaltation, that we might follow humbly in his 
steps.  Convince us, O God, that in his way lies not self-hatred but a deeper love, not 
self-erasure but greater fulfillment, not self-weakening but genuine strength.  Then fill 
each of us with a renewed commitment to submitting to your will and way in the very 
details, decisions, and relationships of our daily lives.  For in the Name above every 
name we humbly pray.  Amen. 

                                                 
1Psalm 81:11-12; Ephesians 5:21-22; James 4:6-7; 1 Timothy 3:4; Hebrews 13:17; Hebrews 5:7  
2Matthew 8:34 
3Matthew 10:39 


