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I want to thank my colleagues and the Board of Directors for granting me a sabbatical to complete two commentaries for Chalice Press Commentaries for Today
 and to find time for restorative recreation and play. I know you might find that hard to believe but yes, there was time for that too! There were playful activities unrelated to teaching, research, and writing, but the two commentaries were also playful activities.

With a generous sabbatical grant from Thrivent Financial for Lutherans, I was able to return to Turkey for a tour of classical and biblical sites in ancient Asia Minor with my wife and Allison and Chris deForest. At the end of the tour, Karen and I stayed extra days in Kuşadasi, not far from Ephesus, where I read The Iliad under Apollo’s sun and swam in the sea of Aphrodite and Artemis’ birth. This afternoon I want to share some of my thoughts about the interplay of these ancient gods, the “Christ-Hymn” in Philippians 2, and “political theology.”

A highlight of my teaching is that each year, in the second semester M.Div. course “Pauline Letters and Mission,” I get to read straight through the Greek text of Paul’s Letter to the Philippians. I especially look forward to getting to my favorite text, the “Christ-Hymn.” Pedagogically, it’s one of the best texts for demonstrating to students the indispensable value of learning to read the NT in Greek, the impossibility of finding the one and only true reading of a text, and the critical role contextual choices play in reading texts. Today my focus is on the last point but I need to begin with a disclaimer of sorts related to the second point: What I am going to propose is one possible—and, I hope, plausible and credible—reading, not the definitive and only true reading. Different plausible and credible translation and contextual choices lead to different plausible and credible readings.

Traditional translations and interpretations of the “Christ-Hymn” read it as part of the history of Christian doctrine, especially through the lens of later Christological and Trinitarian doctrines. Given this contextual choice, readers take the phrases “in the form of God” and “equality with God” in verse 6 as two ways of saying the same thing. As a result, this reading accents Christ’s not exploiting “equality with God.” It goes on to read the kenosis of verse 7 as Christ’s obedience to God by taking on human form—that is, by incarnating his “divine form”/“equality with God” in the human person, Jesus. For this reading, the “Christ-Hymn” is the earliest formulation of the two natures of Christ as fully God and fully human. It reads Christ’s “obedience” even to the point of death on a cross in verse 8 as Christ’s obedience to the role God eternally ordained for him in the economy of salvation. And it reads verses 9-11 as foretelling the spread of the gospel until every human knee bends at the name of Jesus and every human tongue confesses, “Jesus Christ is Lord.” Given its contextual choice, this reading represents plausible and credible exegesis, faithfulness to the history of Christian doctrine, and a vision of the spread of the gospel throughout the world.

However, the more I read and re-read this text, the more I became convinced of other, plausible and credible translation choices. The more I read and re-read this text with my mind filled with visions of classical and biblical Asia Minor, with its temples to ancient Anatolian, Phrygian, Greek, and Roman gods, the more I became drawn to another, different ancient contextual choice: the Homeric tales. And the more I read and re-read this text in the course of completing commentaries on Romans and 1 Corinthians “for today,” as the series title claims, the more I became convinced of the need to read this text as “political theology” for today.

On this last point I need to say I came to the opinion long ago that biblical scholarship was in danger of going the way of classical Greek and Latin studies. Biblical scholarship, like classical studies, was on the way to oblivion, because it also limited its contextual choices to the ancient world, without venturing into contextual choices in our own contemporary world. If our scholarship has any value for forming leaders in today’s church and society, we should not be timid about making contemporary contextual choices, even political ones! I stopped being timid a long time ago.

Before going there, I want to begin with an alternative ancient contextual choice. Choosing to read the “Christ-Hymn” within the context of the Greek and Roman world opens a different set of translation and exegetical options. How might those whose interpretive frame was not the history of Christian doctrine but classical Greek and Roman literature and popular lore about the gods have heard this “hymn”? What if Homer’s Iliad, for example, provided the frame for hearing it? After all, Paul’s gentile audience knew well the tale of the gods in The Iliad, not the Apostolic, Nicean, and Athanasian creeds!

This Homeric tale, as you know, is a tale of the Trojan War, a war between nations and between the gods. Part of this tale is the way the gods, including Zeus’ wife Hera, periodically conspire to thwart Zeus’ will and overthrow him, and how Zeus retaliates against them for trying to be equal to him. With that tale ringing in their ears, hearers of Philippians 2.6 might have understood that being “in the form of a god”—that is, being a god, or being divine—was not be the same as being equal to Zeus. They might have recalled the habit of the gods to try to take equality with Zeus by force. They might have recalled how, in retaliation against their attempt to seize equality by force, Zeus would, cripple, weaken, or hurt them with his mighty lightning bolts!

Against the backdrop of this Homeric tale, Christ would appear to be a strange deity, whose tale did not follow the typical scenario. First, Christ refused to play the game of seizing “equality with God” by force. Second, as if that wasn’t strange enough, Christ “emptied himself.” As the rest of verses 7-8 unfold, Paul’s ancient audience might have understood that Christ gave up his “divine form” for a human one. Since to their minds gods can be injured but as immortals they cannot die, if Christ died, he must have become a mortal human being. They might then have heard verses 7-8 as a description of human existence as “slavish” and “humble,” because human beings, unlike immortal gods, are subject to death. How far Christ sunk into the slavishness and humility of mortal human life is shown by his death on a cross, a form of Roman execution reserved for slaves.

Then, as if that was not weird enough against the backdrop of the Homeric tale of warring gods, this hymn goes on to claim that God graciously and freely granted to this mortal, crucified as a slave, the very thing gods tried to take by force: namely, “equality with God”! Precisely because of his refusal to seize equality by force and his self-emptying even to the point of suffering crucifixion as a slave, “God put him in the highest position and freely gave him the name that is above every name” (Phil 2.9). As a result, all the gods—celestial, earthly, and subterranean—who wanted to take equality with God by force were to be submissive and obedient to Jesus Christ as their Lord or Master (Phil 2.10-11).

In this reading, this “hymn” is not a poem praising Christ for the soteriological benefit of his death on the cross, about which actually it is completely silent. Rather, it is a poem praising him for refusing to play the game for which other gods were well known: trying to overthrow God or trying to steal “equality with God.” In response, God exalted Jesus above every name and made him equal in status to God, though the final praise and honor (“glory”) goes to the “Father God” (Phil 2.11). Readers of Homer’s tales would hear in this an echo to “Father Zeus”! So, in this reading, the accent shifts from the cross to the exaltation and confession of Jesus Christ as Lord, and to the “Father God” who exalted him.

What an incredible, implausible tale! Who would believe it? How could they believe it, with Homer’s tales ringing in their ears? What made this tale plausible was Paul’s confidence, and that of others who confessed this Jesus Christ as “Lord”—namely, their confidence in this Jesus whom God had exalted above every name and made their “Lord.” Throughout his letter to the Philippians, Paul says his faithfulness as a slave of Christ (Phil 1.1, Rom 1.1, Gal 1.10) and his faithful confidence in this Lord, even in prison, helped make the tale of Christ plausible and spread the gospel throughout the imperial guard (Phil 1.12-13; cf. 4.22). Paul was supposed to be intimidated by agents of the Roman Empire. Instead, because this Jesus—the slave the Emperor’s agents executed—was exalted by God to the status of “Lord,” equal to God, Paul boldly faced intimidating imperial opposition, as did Jesus when imperial powers arrested and crucified him. By his own example, and through this “Christ-hymn,” Paul urged the Philippians to live in the Empire with the same confidence and “in a manner worthy of the gospel of the [crucified] Christ” and not to be intimidated by their imperial opponents (Phil 1.27-28).

With Homeric tales ringing in my ears, when I read the “Christ-Hymn” what comes through is its counter-cultural, Alice-in-Wonderland, reversal of conventional values of power and status: the one who refused to use force, God made the most powerful person in the world of gods and mortals. What also comes through is its challenge to the deification of the Empire and its Emperor. In Priene, a city near Ephesus, an inscription marking the birthday of Augustus Caesar as the beginning of the calendar reads:

…the most divine Caesar…the beginning of everything…gave a new look to the whole world…the beginning of life…providence…brought to life the most perfect good…filled with virtues for the benefit of humankind…a savior…who brought an end to war and will order peace, Caesar, who by his epiphany exceeded the hopes of those who prophesied good news (euvagge,lia)…the birthday of the god first brought to the world the good news (euvagge,lia) in him… [Priene, ca. 29 BCE].

The Pax Romana had its place in the scale of values: Its peace and prosperity were far better than constant wars and poverty. But the Philippians could not—and should not—count on the Emperor’s self-claimed deity and faithfulness to bring peace and prosperity. The so-called “savior” Emperor was as fickle as the Emperor’s “salvation.” Peace and prosperity would come and go, and the line of Caesars after Augustus went from bad to worse: Nero, perhaps the craziest of all, was the emperor at the time of Paul. Only the God whose faithfulness can be seen in the exaltation of Jesus Christ was worthy of their trust. If they based their confidence on the peace and prosperity the emperor promised, they would be like those whose god was the belly and who orient their lives to perishable, earthly things (Phil 3.19). Those who oriented their lives around the Pax Romana and the fides Roma (“the faithfulness of Rome”), instead of around the faithfulness of God seen in the “Christ-hymn,” were guilty of the same kind of idolatry Paul describes in Romans 1.18-32, because they thereby worshiped and served creatures rather than the Creator (Rom 1.25).

Reading the “Christ-Hymn” within the frame of Homer’s Iliad and other such tales allows us to pick up overtones of a “political theology” ancient hearers might have heard. The traditional history-of-Christian-doctrine frame is not incompatible with this Homeric frame. In fact, the two might complement each other. But listening to the political overtones the Homeric frame makes audible also combines with yet another contextual choice: namely, to read this “hymn” within our contemporary political context of American Empire.

Saying too much about my contemporary contextual choice for reading this “hymn” runs the risk of limiting the value of my reading to a narrow audience of like-minded folk and to a narrow time, place, and culture. The danger of saying too little is that I might falsely imply my reading is “objective” or “universal,” and I might be accused of dishonestly concealing my ideological lens under the guise of “objectivity.” So, in the interest of honesty and transparency—and because life is too short and the present political crisis is too serious—here is my unguarded, no holds barred, contemporary contextual reading of the “Christ-Hymn” in (and against) the American Empire.

Beginning at least with the Reagan administration, the United States has shifted its international interests away from the United Nations, which it no longer controls, and NATO, historic allies increasingly alienated by U.S. unilateralism. Instead, this country has turned to transnational corporations, global financial institutions like the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, which it controls, and the U.S. military-industrial complex. As early as 1991, in what they called “The Project for a New American Century,” foreign policy makers in the present Bush administration crafted a vision of a Pax Americana. Their goal, as they have made it clear, is to rid the world of strong competition to American economic and military power.

Domestically, their goal is to shift the role of federal government away from providing health, education, and welfare programs to removing impediments to the creation of corporate and individual wealth. To that end, the federal government is increasingly getting out of the business of providing health, education, and welfare programs and deepening cuts in federal revenues. Their vision is to shift the burden for these programs away from the federal to the state and local levels and, ultimately, to the private sector, especially faith-based organizations. In their view, regulations that retard or inhibit economic growth need to be weakened or eliminated. They measure economic growth by the stock market and believe that will lead to narrowing the gap between the haves and have-nots, in spite of all the evidence to the contrary, that the emphasis on wealth-creation through the stock market is widening it. Also, they play global warming and the degradation of land, air, and water off against their priority of economic growth.

These trends—and others I’ve not mentioned—may well be heading toward an impending crisis of apocalyptic proportions. They also invite comparisons with elements of the imperial theology that characterized Paul’s Roman world: the emergence of one nation as the sole superpower in the world; the increased concentration of imperial power in the executive branch; a single party controlling all branches of federal government; and the deification of this nation’s global mission and its political leadership. Like the Pax Romana, the Pax Americana promises the world peace and prosperity through imperial economic and military might.

While I was writing the first draft of this lecture, my doorbell rang. When I went to the door, I encountered a father and his son distributing Jehovah’s Witness tracts. When they saw the Turkish flag tee shirt I was wearing, their faces spoke volumes! I took a tract and brushed them off with a kindly, though insincere, word of thanks, and they departed. Afterward I reflected on the irony of being on the receiving end of their evangelism tract. There I was, writing a diatribe against American Empire, grounded in the conviction that “Jesus Christ is Lord” relativizes all other loyalties, including loyalty to my country, but wearing the symbol of loyalty to another nation—and receiving an evangelistic tract from a young boy who was committing his life to the very conviction about which my outward appearance and inner thoughts were in sharp conflict!

The idolatries of which Paul spoke are alive and well today. Many Christians, instead of mourning these idolatries of wealth and nation, applaud politicians of both parties who practice them. Paul would be appalled (cf. Rom 8.32)! Now more than ever, the salvation of this nation and the world needs the church to believe its confession: there is only one who is “equal to God,” namely, “Jesus Christ is Lord!”

Never mind the need of the rest of the world to hear and believe it, Christians, first, more than anyone, need to hear and truly confess this pronouncement, which means no nation or imperial leader is “equal to God.” I am convinced that, if Christians took seriously their confession, “Jesus Christ alone is Lord,” many of this nation’s dangerous trends might be changed. Christians need to make it clear that this nation’s stated mission, whatever it is under any administration, and the church’s mission to spread the gospel are not one and the same thing—that all idolatries, including all national idolatries, are incompatible with the confession, “Jesus Christ is Lord.” Then the church’s evangelical message to the world would be clearer and it might have a better chance of being heard as genuinely “good news” around the world, and not as propaganda serving the economic and military interests of the United States.

Part of the church’s evangelical mission would also be to challenge—in the light of its confession, “Jesus Christ is Lord”—the creation of wealth as the noblest national interest and personal ambition, policies serving the creation of wealth, and the use of economic and military power to serve national and corporate interests. There is no guarantee, of course, that all Christians will agree about just how “Jesus Christ is Lord” translates into “political theology.” Clues all Christians should be able to agree on are Jesus’ cruciform option to serve sinners and the poor, his proclamation of the gift and challenge of God’s rule on “earth as in heaven,” and his execution at the hands of imperial powers. Time is too short to splice and dice the history of Christian doctrine without considering how that history addresses the impending crisis toward which this nation is leading our world.

We need to encourage this conversation all the while reminding ourselves that what unites us is the foundational tale and confession of “our Lord Jesus Christ!” Clearly, our evangelical hope is not in the ability of our “political theology” and the activism it engenders to change the world. It is in Jesus Christ our Lord and the God who exalted him. I am confident that the Christ and God of this Philippian “hymn” is at work in us, helping to rescue this nation and our world—though not without fear and trembling (Phil 2.12-13; for my translation of Phil 2.5-13, see the next page).

Philippians 2.5-13

5 Have in mind among you what was also in Christ Jesus,

6 who, although being in the form of God,

did not regard being equal with God

something to be taken by force,

7 but emptied himself,

by taking the form of a slave
—

that is, when he was born

in human likeness

and was seen

in human outward appearance,

8 he humbled himself

by becoming submissive

to the point of death
—

even death on a cross.

9 Therefore God put him

in the highest position

and freely gave him

the name that is above every name,

10 so that at the name of Jesus

every knee in heaven,

on earth,

and beneath the earth

should bend,

11 and every tongue

should confess,

“Jesus Christ is Lord,”

to the glory of God the Father.

12 Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not only when in my presence, but now much more in my absence, with fear and trembling continue working out your own deliverance
; 13 for God is the one who is working among you both to will and work for goodwill.

� Romans, with John B. Cobb, Jr. (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2005) and First Corinthians (St. Louis: Chalice Press, forthcoming as a revised edition of William A. Beardslee, First Corinthians: A Commentary for Today [St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1994]).





� The phrase at the end of this verse (“what was also in Christ Jesus”) may refer to the pattern of Christ’s “self-emptying” or to the poem as a whole and its accent at the end on God’s exaltation of Jesus Christ as “Lord.” 


� This phrase translates a Greek word that is part of the language of brigandage: it denotes a violent act of seizure, or that which is taken by force. If having “the form of God” is equivalent to being “equal to God,” what is gained by God’s graciously granting this status as a free gift (vv. 9-11)? Why give up “equality with God” only to have God give it back? Giving up the chance to seize by force what is not yet possessed, and then having it bestowed as a gracious gift, makes more sense of the drama.


� This adverbial phrase explains how “he emptied himself.” The term “slave” describes human existence as slavish, with “death” as the “master” (v. 8).


� This adverbial phrase explains the phrase, “taking the form of a slave.”


� This adverbial phrase continues the explanation of the phrase, “taking the form of a slave.”


� This phrase continues the explanation of the phrase, “taking the form of a slave.”


� This adverbial phrase explains how “he humbled himself.” As a whole, v. 8 explains both why human existence is that of a “slave” (v. 7) and the extent to which Christ became a mortal human being: he died and, more than that, he was executed as a slave, the lowest human status.


� The adjectives in this phrase refer to beings in the heavenly world above the earth, the world on the earth, and the subterranean world. Together they encompass all creatures, especially the divine powers, on all levels or spheres of the world—above, on, and under the earth.


� The Greek word for “deliverance” refers either to the Philippians’ salvation in a religious sense, or to their deliverance in a secular sense (cf. 1.19 and 28). Up to this point in the letter, Paul’s focus is on the way the Philippians were to behave toward one another in the face of opposition (1.27-2.11). The plural pronoun “your” signals that Paul was referring to their communal “deliverance.”
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