
Background Information for Philippians 2:1-11 
 

 

 In reference to the gospel scene in which Jesus washes the disciple’s feet, Pope Benedict XVI 

describes Jesus’s actions within the confines of St Paul’s great Christological hymn that you will read from 

in this week’s Lectio. He states: 

“Jesus performs for his disciples the service of a slave, he “emptied himself” (Phil 2:7) … Unlike Adam, 

who had tried to grasp divinity for himself, Christ moves in the opposite direction, coming down from his 

divinity into humanity, taking the form of a servant and becoming obedient even to death on a cross (Phil 

2:7-8) — all this is rendered visible in a single gesture. Jesus represents the whole of his saving ministry in 

one symbolic act. He divests himself of his divine splendor; he as it were kneeling down before us; he washes 

and dries our soiled feet, in order to make us fit to sit at table for God’s wedding feast.”  

 
 Now to the postmodern ear, the word slave is never used positively, so to hear Christ becoming a 

slave sounds odd. However, Jesus so often implicitly, and even explicitly at times, reminded his audiences 

that His ways are not our ways. Remember when Jesus rebuked St Peter for his denouncement of Christ’s 

announcement that He would willingly suffer death for us by saying “Get behind me, Satan! You are an 

obstacle to me. You are thinking not as God does, but as human beings do” (Mt 16:23).  

A voluntary offering of oneself as a living sacrifice, or a slave if you will, is not something that 

people today would perceive as virtuous. Most would scoff at that and see weakness. Nevertheless, we are 

called to see supernaturally as God does, not as humans do. We see strength in the way of self-sacrificial 

love, in the way of the cross. We see obedience and dependence upon God’s grace as the greatest strength 

in the world. We do not want to grasp at things of this world for superiority, but rather obey all things 

heavenly for holiness. As you read and pray through this passage, keep this truth centrally focused.  


