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1

His Character 
as God

From all eternity—long before His birth—
Jesus was equal to the Father. 

In every way, Jesus was and is God. 

Emily Elizabeth Steele Elliott was the daughter of an 
Anglican clergyman living in Victorian England in the 
late 1800s. Heavily involved in what we today would 
call outreach ministries, she served in a children’s 
Sunday school program that was partially involved 
in reaching at-risk kids from the streets of the darker 
sides of London. 

As the Christmas season approached one year, 
Emily wanted to communicate the message of Jesus’s 
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birth in a way that would help these largely unchurched 
kids understand who Jesus is and why He came. Given 
her pedigree (the niece of Charlotte Elliott, author of 
the hymn “Just as I Am”), it is not surprising that her 
instinct was to write a song to help the children. For 
her song, she wisely understood that Christmas has a 
backstory, so she resisted the urge to begin her lyrics 
with the baby in the manger. Instead, she started the 
narrative much earlier, writing:

Thou didst leave Thy throne and Thy kingly 
crown,

When Thou camest to earth for me;
But in Bethlehem’s home was there found  

no room 
For Thy holy nativity.

While those words may seem stiff and outdated 
to our ears, it is fascinating to remember that they 
were originally penned for the ears of children. What 
is amazing is that not only was this intended to be 
a kids’ Sunday school song but it also acknowledged 
a profound idea—the Christmas story didn’t begin in 
Nazareth. Nor did it begin in Bethlehem. Its backstory 
started in eternity past in the Father’s presence. 
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The key in her opening lyric is the word leave, 
because it shows us what He left in order to come here. 
From eternity past this had been His state and posi-
tion, and it reveals to us where He was and how He 
had been honored. It opens a door ever so slightly for 
us to see Jesus’s backstory. And it exposes for us not 
only where He was but also who He was. He was God. 

Why is this so important? A. W. Tozer wrote: 

What comes into our minds when we think about 
God is the most important thing about us.

The history of mankind will probably show 
that no people has ever risen above its religion, and 
man’s spiritual history will positively demonstrate 
that no religion has ever been greater than its idea 
of God. Worship is pure or base, as the worshiper 
entertains high or low thoughts about God.

For this reason, the gravest question before 
the church is always God Himself, and the most 
portentous fact about any man is not what he at a 
given time may say or do, but what he in his deep 
heart conceives God to be like.1 

That perspective also applies to our understanding 
of the Christ of Christmas, and the only way to rightly 
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understand Him is to see Him as more than a baby 
in the manger. We would do well to see Him as the 
eternal One who came in the f lesh. Who, then, was 
He—before He came? To see that, we need to see that 
the apostle Paul’s unique telling of the incarnation in 
Philippians 2 explains the values that were ref lected 
in Emily Elliott’s hymn. As she began the story in the 
throne room of heaven, Paul also starts an eternity ago 
in the Father’s presence. He gives us four characteris-
tics of Jesus as God:

1. The God Who Serves: “Have this attitude in 
yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus” 
(Philippians 2:5).

2. The God Who Departed—and Arrived: “Christ 
Jesus, who, although He existed in the form of 
God . . .” (Philippians 2:6a)

3. The God Who Sacrifices: “. . . did not regard 
equality with God a thing to be grasped . . .” 
(Philippians 2:6b)

4. The God Who Empties Himself: “. . . but emptied 
Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant,  
and being made in the likeness of men” 
(Philippians 2:7).
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The God Who Serves (Philippians 2:5)

As my time teaching at a Bible college was coming to 
an end, I had already begun serving a small church 
congregation as their pastor. To have proper accredi-
tation, I applied for ordination—a grueling process of 
preparation and testing to determine whether or not 
I was orthodox in my theology before being endorsed 
for ministry. The day before my ordination examina-
tion—which would be a three-hour grilling by a dozen 
Bible and theology professors—I was given a heads-up 
about a certain doctrine. I was urged to study what 
theologians refer to as the “kenosis theory” (found in 
Philippians 2), because one of the profs on the panel 
always asked about it.

That warning launched me into a cram session 
on one of the most challenging and important truths 
found anywhere in the Bible. It is also an example of 
the great contrasts we see in the truths of the Bible. 
Philippians 2:5–11, which is complex and challenging 
theologically, is believed to have been taken from an 
ancient hymn! What a contrast—dense theology mar-
ried with simple worship.
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Have this attitude in yourselves which was also 
in Christ Jesus, who, although He existed in the 
form of God, did not regard equality with God a 
thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking 
the form of a bond-servant, and being made in 
the likeness of men. Being found in appearance 
as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obe-
dient to the point of death, even death on a cross. 
For this reason also, God highly exalted Him, and 
bestowed on Him the name which is above every 
name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee 
will bow, of those who are in heaven and on 
earth and under the earth, and that every tongue 
will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory 
of God the Father.

The “kenosis theory” ref lects Paul’s statement that 
Christ “emptied Himself ” (v. 7). Later we will look at 
this kenosis theory in more depth, but first we must see 
its context. The context is that as God’s children we 
are urged to exhibit the “mind” that was seen in Jesus 
himself (v. 5). What is that mind? First, it is not about 
mental acumen or intellectual capacity. The word 
mind can also be translated “attitude,” “perspective,” 
or “character.” Perhaps, as in the New International 
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Version, the best way to translate it would be “mind-
set.” It speaks of an approach to life that saturates 
everything we say and do.

So, what was and is the mind-set of Christ? At its 
core the mind of Christ is a servant’s heart born out of 
a self-sacrificial spirit. Notice our Savior’s own words:

• “For even the Son of Man did not come to 
be served, but to serve, and to give His life a 
ransom for many” (Mark 10:45).

• “For I gave you an example that you also should 
do as I did to you” (John 13:15); Jesus made this 
statement after washing the disciples’ feet, taking 
to himself the role of the lowest servant of the 
household!

• “No one has taken [My life] away from Me, but 
I lay it down on My own initiative” (John 10:18).

If we are to develop a servant’s heart, we must fol-
low His example. We must not live in our own mind-
set, attitude, or character, but in “the mind of Christ.” 
To that end, Paul opened his discussion of the kenosis, 
and the Christmas backstory it represents, by saying: 
“Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ 
Jesus” (Philippians 2:5 nkjv). 
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How did that happen? How did Christ exhibit both 
the heart of a servant and a willingness to sacrifice 
self? He did this by setting aside His home in heaven 
to come to where we are. And He did so by setting 
aside His divine rights and privileges as He left the 
Father’s presence to come to us as the God who serves. 

The God Who Departed—and Arrived  
(Philippians 2:6a)

See again what Emily Elliott wrote in her children’s 
hymn:

Thou didst leave Thy throne and Thy kingly 
crown,

When Thou camest to earth for me;
But in Bethlehem’s home was there found no 

room
For Thy holy nativity.

One website that focuses on the study of hymns 
points out the clear pattern Elliott employed in her 
song. Each verse begins with a positive and ends 
with a negative, with the two pieces connected by the 
word but. Here the past glory of the eternal presence 
of the Godhead is pictured in the throne and crown 
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that Christ left. That glory is placed in contrast to the 
absence of a place for the One who “came to His own, 
and His own did not receive Him” (John 1:11 nkjv). 
The pivots of light versus darkness and relationship 
versus rejection make for brilliant songwriting.

This, however, is so much more than just a clever 
song lyric. It is an idea that is essential not just to the 
Christmas story but to the entire biblical story as well. 
The thought that Christ had to leave something else 
in order to come here is what the apostle Paul captured 
when he wrote Philippians 2:5–6: “Christ Jesus, who, 
although He existed in the form of God . . . .”

This statement confronts us with an idea of tremen-
dous significance: “He existed in the form of God.” 
This clause speaks of a reality that was true before 
time began. Before the creation of the universe. Before 
the collapse of the human race with the Fall. Notice a 
couple of words that are critical to our exploration of 
the person of Christ: existed and form.

Existed. The first important word is existed, which 
is the translation of the Greek huparcho. This term 
conveys great strength, because it has two significant 
implications. As I type the word implications, I hear 
the voice of the late “Teacher of Preachers” Haddon 
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Robinson whispering in my ear. Haddon consistently 
reminded us that we can’t just speak of implications in 
broad, undefined terms. We have to be honest with the 
biblical text and honest with ourselves, asking: 

• Is this a necessary implication (what the text  
must mean), 

• a probable implication (what it could mean), 
• or just a possible implication (what it might 

mean)? 

Given the context of the story Paul is telling, I am con-
vinced that the implications are not merely possible or 
even  probable —they are necessary implications of the 
word existed. 

The first implication is that Christ existed prior to 
His conception in Mary’s womb. The necessity of this 
preexistence is found in John 1:1, which tells us, “In 
the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with 
God, and the Word was God.” The “Word” of John 
1:1 (logos) is clearly the Christ, because verse 14 tells 
us that this Word “became f lesh, and dwelt among 
us.” The apostle Paul takes it even further in Colos-
sians 1:17, writing, “He [Christ] is before all things, 
and in Him all things hold together.” There can be 
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no question that when Paul says that Christ existed in 
the form of God, this concept embraces real, genuine 
preexistence. 

The second implication is that huparcho not only 
teaches prior existence but it also speaks of eternal exis-
tence. It is not just that Christ is—but that He was and 
He forever will be. This necessary implication is also 
confirmed in the Scriptures as Micah 5:2 prophetically 
spoke of Christ, saying, “His goings forth are from 
long ago, from the days of eternity.” The risen Jesus 
personally made the claim of eternal existence when 
He said to the apostle John, “I am the Alpha and the 
Omega, . . . who is and who was and who is to come, 
the Almighty” (Revelation 1:8).

As challenging as it is for us finite people to grasp, 
Jesus did not just show up in Bethlehem. He did not 
just come into being when conceived by the Holy 
Spirit in Mary. He came into His earthly experience 
from somewhere else—somewhere He had been from 
all eternity past in the presence of the Father. 

Form. The second key word in Philippians 2:6 is form. 
It is another critical word in Paul’s Christmas story. 
Form is the English translation of the Greek word 
morphe, and it can feel counterintuitive to us. When 
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we hear the word form, our tendency is to think about 
shape or external appearance. For example, in con-
struction, forms are used in pouring concrete founda-
tions, and those forms give the footings or foundations 
shape. Similarly, a dress form is a specially made female 
torso for dressmakers to use in making garments. 
These examples cause us to think about shape when 
we consider the word form.

However, morphe goes much deeper than surface 
shapes. It stresses the inner essence or reality of some-
thing, not the outward appearance. It is an expression 
that captures the idea of “being.” By saying that in 
eternity past Christ existed in the “form” of God, Paul 
is expressing in the strongest possible terms the com-
plete and absolute deity of Jesus Christ. Jesus is not like 
God—He is God. He does not picture deity—He pos-
sesses deity. This idea is clearly evident in Hebrews 1:3:

He is the radiance of His glory and the exact rep-
resentation of His nature, and upholds all things 
by the word of His power. When He had made 
purification of sins, He sat down at the right hand 
of the Majesty on high.
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The key phrase is “the exact representation of His 
[God’s] nature.” The Bible teaches us that “God is 
spirit” (John 4:24), and as such He is hidden from our 
sight. The only way we could see the “essence” of God 
would be if that essence arrived in visible form. This 
means that in eternity past and in His incarnation, 
Christ was the very form, or essence, of God. In fact, 
John makes it clear that while we see the cross and 
resurrection as the primary reason Jesus came, there 
was more. He also came so we could see, in human 
flesh, the essence and nature of God: “No one has seen 
God at any time; the only begotten God who is in the 
bosom of the Father, He has explained Him” (John 
1:18).

Only God could be (or come) in the form of God, 
and Jesus claimed that very thing for himself, as we 
see in John 5:18, “For this reason therefore the Jews 
were seeking all the more to kill Him, because He 
not only was breaking the Sabbath, but also was call-
ing God His own Father, making Himself equal with 
God.” Christ was fully and completely God in eternity 
past, and He displayed that perfect God-ness on the 
Mount of Transfiguration when the veil of f lesh was 
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lowered and the glory of Christ was displayed. That 
scene caused Simon Peter to write: 

For we did not follow cleverly devised tales when 
we made known to you the power and coming of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses 
of His majesty. For when He received honor and 
glory from God the Father, such an utterance as 
this was made to Him by the Majestic Glory, 
“This is My beloved Son with whom I am well-
pleased”—and we ourselves heard this utterance 
made from heaven when we were with Him on 
the holy mountain. (2 Peter 1:16–18)

The apostle John added His own version when he 
wrote: “And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among 
us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only begotten 
from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14).

Here we are reminded of the eternal nature of 
Christ as the second person of the Trinity. We see the 
eternal reality of Jesus’s equality with the Father in 
John 17:5, where the Savior prayed: “Now, Father, glo-
rify Me together with Yourself, with the glory which I 
had with You before the world was.” 
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This, however, is not just a rehashing of orthodox 
theology. It is far more personal and far more criti-
cal. Critical to the Christmas story is the declaration 
that, far from being just another baby, the Christ was 
God in human flesh. This is the necessary truth of the 
incarnation of Jesus, fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah 
7:14, which Matthew affirms in Matthew 1:22–23:

Now all this took place to fulfill what was spoken 
by the Lord through the prophet: “Behold, the 
virgin shall be with child and shall bear a 
Son, and they shall call His name Imman-
uel,” which translated means, “God with us.” 

Only if Jesus is truly God could He come to earth 
and be Immanuel—God with us. For the mission and 
message of Christ to make any sense at all, we must 
begin by seeing Him not only as the Son of God but 
also as God the Son.

However, all of that matters little if Christ had 
not been willing to lay aside that heavenly place and 
position. His mission in coming for us was in the very 
least a mission of self-sacrifice—laying His life down 
for us on the cross. As such, it shouldn’t surprise us 
that this sacrifice did not begin on the cross or even 
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in  Bethlehem. Christ began that sacrifice by willingly 
giving up what was His so He could take hold of us. 
What else would we expect from the God who serves?

The God Who Sacrifices (Philippians 2:6b)

What was Jesus’s position and condition in eternity 
past? He was God the Son, dwelling perfectly forever 
in the presence of the Father. Yet, as the true Servant 
His attitude about His status and position was one of 
giving away, not grasping it firmly. Notice Paul’s next 
words in Philippians 2, which indicate that Jesus “did 
not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped” 
(v. 6).

What does that mean? The word translated grasped 
has a couple of meanings, and these meanings reflect 
the common ways we translate that word into English:

• A thing to be seized unlawfully (translated by 
the King James Version and the New King 
James Version as “robbery”)

• A treasure to be selfishly clutched or clung to 
(translated by the New International Version and 
the New American Standard Bible as “grasped”)
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The context lets us see this refusal to use His status 
for his own benefit as part of Christ’s perfect humility. 
It speaks of the attitude of Christ before He came into 
the world—that He would not selfishly cling to the 
privileges or prerogatives of His divine position. So, 
as the ultimate Servant He was willing to be utterly 
selfless—not clinging to what was rightfully His—so 
He could come into the world for you and for me. That 
was His heart, and that is His example, His attitude, 
and His mind-set. 

Jesus did not cling to the privileges of His equal-
ity with the Father—and this is also the point of the 
Bible’s most familiar verse, John 3:16. “God so loved 
the world” that He sent Jesus from the Father’s pres-
ence to our broken, desperate world. But what Paul 
wants to add to that sending is that for Jesus to come 
He first had to leave. In doing that, Jesus made the 
choice to accept far less than He deserved to give us 
far more than we deserve:

• He gave up a throne for a manger (and a cross).

• He gave up majestic splendor for suffering and 
shame.
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• He laid aside His rights as the Son and took the 
role of a servant.

• He put aside the garments of glory and took 
upon himself the flesh of humanity.

The first measure of how much Christ loves us is 
found in what He was willing to leave behind to come 
to our rescue—by coming to the earth to be one of 
us. Before we can begin to understand what He did 
when He got here, we must see what He left behind to 
become the Servant-model we need. 

Longtime minister of London’s Westminster 
Chapel, D. Martin Lloyd-Jones, said of Philippians 
2:6–11, “I am sure we will all agree that this entire 
passage is one of the most magnificent in the whole 
Bible!”2 Why? Because in it we learn of the very heart 
and mind that drove Christ—God become man for us. 
This is what Paul was expressing in 1 Timothy 3:16:

By common confession, great is the mystery of 
godliness: He who was revealed in the f lesh, 
was vindicated in the Spirit, seen by angels, pro-
claimed among the nations, believed on in the 
world, taken up in glory.
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Like Emily Elliott, Paul urges us to look beyond 
the manger to see what Jesus set aside to be our Savior. 
They are both encouraging us to see what Jesus left 
behind to come to our rescue.

The God Who Empties Himself (Philippians 2:7)

Paul makes one more dramatic assertion about the sac-
rificial, servant mind-set of the Christ who came, and 
we need to see it in its full context. He wrote:

Have this attitude in yourselves which was also 
in Christ Jesus, who, although He existed in the 
form of God, did not regard equality with God a 
thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking 
the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the 
likeness of men. (Philippians 2:5–7)

Here we land on the concept of kenosis, which was 
mentioned earlier. It is found in the word emptied 
(Greek kenoo; v. 7). When we think of “emptying,” we 
think of “lessening,” like emptying a jug of milk. The 
terms here are a bit more nuanced. The word kenosis 
doesn’t speak as much of a “pouring out” as it does a 
“setting aside.”
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What might this look like? Stories are told about 
King James V of Scotland who, recognizing the dis-
tance that separated him from his subjects, would from 
time to time set aside his royal robes, throne, privi-
leges, and status to dress in the clothes of a commoner 
and wander among the people. His goal? To better 
understand life outside the castle and to live that life 
for a time among the people. This willful act of humil-
ity allowed the king to step into a world very different 
from the one his status deserved. 

In a far more profound way, Jesus not only stepped 
away from His heavenly place and privilege but He 
also came to this earth—to this world with its ugliness 
and struggles and pain. In this daring demonstration 
of true humility, we find the second measure of His 
great love for us. It adds to what He left behind by 
describing where He came and what He experienced 
here.

Emily Steele Elliott’s hymn captures this idea as 
well, as the second verse states:

Heaven’s arches rang when the angels sang,
Proclaiming Thy royal degree;
But of lowly birth didst Thou come to earth,
And in great humility.
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Once again, this great hymn peeks into the mystery 
of the incarnation. And it was not just the lowly birth 
that validated it—it was also the life He entered into 
in order to bring us to himself. Again, see how Paul 
echoes this idea, saying that Jesus “emptied Himself, 
taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in 
the likeness of men” (Philippians 2:7).

Three big ideas ring forth from Philippians 2:7, and 
all of them speak to the humility of God the Son:

• Emptied himself. Jesus became a human person, 
and without ceasing to be God, He laid aside the 
privileges of being equal with God in order to 
redeem us. He possessed full deity—but He didn’t 
cling to it. What does it mean? He laid aside His 
self-will in order to be a servant and die.

• Form of a slave. This means he took on (or 
added to His divine essence) the exact essence 
and nature of a servant. Even though He was 
equal to the Father, He willingly became a slave. 
This speaks of the extreme humility of Christ—
and what an example of self-sacrifice that is!

• Likeness of men. The key here is the word 
likeness. It is different from form (vv. 6–7), but it 
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is the perfect word to describe the God-man. It 
carries the idea of strong similarity while leaving 
room for recognizable differences. He was fully 
human, yet different from all other human 
beings because He was God and without sin.

Consider what it meant for God the Son to become 
“Immanuel” (God with us). Think of what He gave up 
for you and me: “For you know the grace of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your 
sake He became poor, so that you through His poverty 
might become rich” (2 Corinthians 8:9).

Many times, people who don’t even know Jesus 
extol His greatness—yet they may overlook the very 
realities that made Him truly great. In the incarnation 
He did the following remarkable things:

He accepted a servant’s place;
He entered a sinful world;
He adopted a self less attitude.

The Mind of Christ
For followers of Christ, this speaks deeply to our own 
attitudes toward life. In Romans 8:29, we find the ulti-
mate goal of our rescue clearly stated: “For those whom  
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He foreknew, He also predestined to become con-
formed to the image of His Son, so that He would be 
the firstborn among many brethren.” 

We have been rescued to be made like Jesus. With 
that in view, remember that Paul launched into his very 
different and highly theological telling of the Christ-
mas story with a similar challenge, saying: “Have this 
attitude [mind-set] in yourselves which was also in 
Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:5).

When we understand who Christ is, what He left, 
and how He came, Christ’s mind-set is clearly one of 
servanthood and self-sacrifice—long before He took 
a basin and towel to wash the disciples’ feet, and long 
before He went to the cross, allowing himself to be 
sacrificed as the Lamb of God who came to take away 
the sins of the world (John 1:29). Christ’s sacrifice 
and servant’s heart are first seen in eternity past as He 
chose to set aside His rights and privileges as God to 
come in the essence of a slave. 

How could that mind-set be expressed in our lives? 
Our hearts? Our relationships? Our attitudes? This 
should be our greatest desire and longing: that our 
God, by His Spirit, would build into us this mind-set. 
The mind-set of servanthood. The mind-set of self- 
sacrifice. The mind-set of the Christ who came. 
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This is the challenge that rings out from the old 
gospel chorus that prays:

To be like Jesus,
To be like Jesus!
All I ask—to be like Him.
All through life’s journey
From earth to glory—
All I ask—to be like Him.


