
Today’s Bible reading 
Philippians 2:1-11 (“Imitating Christ’s Humility”) 

If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing 
in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of the same 
mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. Do nothing from 
selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. 
Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. Let the 
same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,  

who, though he was in the form of God, 
   did not regard equality with God 
   as something to be exploited,  
but emptied himself, 
   taking the form of a slave, 
   being born in human likeness. 
And being found in human form,  
   he humbled himself 
   and became obedient to the point of death— 
   even death on a cross.

 
Therefore God also highly exalted him 
   and gave him the name 
   that is above every name,  
so that at the name of Jesus 
   every knee should bend, 
   in heaven and on earth and under the earth,  
and every tongue should confess 
   that Jesus Christ is Lord, 
   to the glory of God the Father. Amen. (NRSV)

Today’s hymns 
Hosanna, loud hosanna (CH: 367) 

All glory, laud and honour (CH: 364) 
God shall endure for aye (CH: 367) 
My song is love unknown (CH: 399) 

Ride on, ride on in majesty (CH: 365)  
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What happens when God decides to do something big in a world that knows 
such suffering? What happens when God comes to the conclusion that the 
people of this planet are simply failing to understand about heaven and 

earth, and good and evil, and righteousness and sin, and all the many other 
contradictions and contrasts which cause so much grief within the human 
condition? What does God do with those who frustrate or enrage or appall?
We will return to this important theological question in a minute or two, but first 
let’s think, not of God, but of us and what we might call our “challenging 
behaviour”. There is no doubt that our modern culture isn’t good at dealing with 
this. The exhausted young father at three in the morning, pacing the floor with a 
crying baby, having tried everything to encourage the little one to close her eyes. 
With croaking voice and wobbling legs he pleads: “Will you just … go … to 
sleep???” (Actually mate, she won’t … not just yet, and maybe not for quite a while.)
The high school head teacher who is quite enraged at the number of complaints 
being received day and daily from discontented neighbours irate about all the litter 
on the pavements. “It’s got to stop right now or else there will be trouble for anyone 
whom I find to be breaking these simple rules.” (Not unreasonable, to be sure, 
though as he knows so well not necessarily a command that is going to be heeded.)
Then, off at the other end of the scale, the judge who imposes a life sentence upon a 
convicted murderer with the recommendation of a minimum of 25 years’ 
imprisonment, “so that the signal will be  sent out loud and clear that such violence 
will not be tolerated in our society.” (Tragically, a necessity in some cases, though 
will the signal ever get through to those in society who might need to hear it?)
A father, a teacher, a judge: three people who find themselves in some sense in 
authority over others, equipped with all sorts of responsibilities and powers and 
resources. And yet each one might decide upon their course of action only to hear a 
voice in their head that whispers gently: “Really? You reckon that’s going to work?”
Babies will keep on crying. Children will still drop their crisp packets in the street. 
Knife crime and gun crime and all sorts of terrible crime will continue, causing 
untold misery to families and communities alike. And through all of the above, 
those responsible might well feel an overwhelming sense of frustration, or even an 
anger at their own inability to do anything that actually works.
And so I return to my question of a moment ago: what does God do with those who 
frustrate or enrage or appall? The answer comes to us plainly, yet utterly 
astonishingly: God becomes vulnerable.
God becomes vulnerable. That’s what God, in his infinite wisdom, chooses to do. 
And what a strange thing that is for the Creator of the universe to decide upon … by 
our way of thinking at least. We might expect vengeance and damnation from the 
Almighty. That’s what many of us might be tempted towards in his shoes. But no.
Already this sermon is sounding nothing like a Palm Sunday sermon, I am sure you 
will agree. We’ve had no trotting quadrupeds of one kind or another, no palm 
branches, no hosannas from the crowd. In some ways, this talk of God becoming 
vulnerable sounds as though we are in the month of December, looking forward to 
an unlikely birth beside a manger in Bethlehem. Yet vulnerability is not just for 
Christmas. It spans the whole Gospel story and it comes to fruition in Holy Week.
Our Bible reading from Paul’s letter to the Philippians is a magnificent guide to the 
vulnerability of God in Christ, because this passage sums up what it means for God 
to become human in this world of violence. Here is the way Paul writes of Jesus:



who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be 
exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And 
being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—
even death on a cross. [Emphasis added]
Think about what we have just heard. In coming from heaven to inhabit our human 
realm, in coming to live our human life, Jesus emptied himself in our presence and 
died upon a cross. He did this in obedience to the wisdom of his heavenly Father, 
who chose this way - over all other ways - to show what God is all about. According 
to this thinking God possesses none of the frustrations felt by the young dad with 
the screaming baby in his arms. He possesses none of the stern demands of the head 
teacher. He possesses none of the judge-like determination to see us (terrible sinners 
though we be) condemned to a future devoid of hope.
So, what is it that God does possess? Certainly God has a deep awareness that 
vulnerability in among the slavering wolves of this world will not end well for any 
lamb who dares to step too close; God has a clear understanding that human 
empires have at the very heart of them the need to push down the rebel and 
override the peace-maker. And God has a plan and a hope for the world he loves so 
very much.
As Walter Brueggemann so wisely puts it, the prophetic figure of Jesus: 
“… is crucified because the empire cannot tolerate such a transformative, subversive 
force set loose in the world. Jesus’ uncompromising commitment to the purpose of 
God contradicted the empire that lives against the grain of God’s intention.”
In Jesus, God gave the world both the source of our salvation and an example by 
which to live lives that can be poured out for others. As Paul said to those Philippians, 
Christ “emptied himself”, and he went on to declare that Christ-followers also need 
to be self-emptying creatures who are drawn away from their own interests: those 
selfish attitudes and vested interests which are so far removed from God’s true 
desire.
And that, really, is the tragedy of Palm Sunday which we mark today:
✦ when Jesus comes in humility, only to be greeted as though he were a great 

enforcer;
✦ when the disciples look on with awe at the glory which seems to be waiting for 

their friend, while in truth they are already standing in the shadow of the Cross;
✦ when crowds in Jerusalem totally miss God’s agenda of servanthood, so caught 

up are they in a welcome parade whose agenda is purely power-driven; and
✦ when the powers of this world, represented by Caesar and Herod, look for the 

chance they need to dominate their crooked world in which might is right and 
God is nothing more than an optional extra.

Walter Brueggemann recognises both the self-emptying of Jesus as he enters the 
Holy City for a world-changing week that is to come, and the contrasting fulness of 
those who are his witnesses there in the street. And in this deep and disturbing 
contrast, he issues us with a challenge to find our new mind: 
“So here is my bid to you for Holy Week. As we walk the walk from Palm Sunday to 
Easter through the Thursday arrest and the Friday execution and the long Saturday 
wait in the void, imagine all of us, in the wake of Jesus, changing our minds, 
renewing our minds, altering our opinions concerning self and neighbor and 
world.” Amen. 



Praying for others 
The news is filled with stories of humankind at its worst: of retreating soldiers killing 

civilians in Ukraine, of neighbours killing neighbours in the UK, of parents assaulting their 
children. Always those powerful in the eyes of the world harming the defenceless.  

Vulnerable God, God of the vulnerable, 
we ask that you stand with all victims, surrounding them with your love and 

supporting them in their time of trial.
We ask that you stand next to the perpetrators that they too may feel your love and 

stay their hands from further violence. 
The news tells us too of humankind at its best: 

of aid workers risking their lives to help strangers in need, 
of diplomats and politicians working tirelessly for peace, 

of ordinary folk opening their doors and hearts to refugees, 
of millions of pounds donated to help others across the world, 

of shoeboxes filled with help and hope.
Vulnerable God, God of the vulnerable 

 we ask that you stand with all those trying to make the world a better place. 
We pray you give hope and encouragement to them all, that you remind them that 

they are helping to build your Kingdom here on earth. 
Amen.

And finally … 
Abigail Morrison considers journeys into the unknown: 
My daughter is a rugby fan. Last year she bought a season ticket to all Scotland’s 
matches at Murrayfield. One of them was against Tonga. This got me thinking 
about Pacific Islanders. We know they ended up in New Zealand.  New Zealand is 
4,268 miles from Polynesia (where the ancestors of the Māori came from). It would 
take you six hours to fly from Tahiti to New Zealand.  The Polynesians didn’t fly. 
Try to imagine it. You are, to be fair, pretty good with a canoe. You can build a 
large seaworthy one, sail and navigate it well. None-the-less, one fair day you and 
a few mates decide to launch said canoe into the Pacific Ocean (which is very 
often far from pacific) and sail away for weeks to see what you can find. I find this 
almost incomprehensible. The wanderlust and courage required are phenomenal.  
The skills and ingenuity required are also breath-taking. It requires a huge amount 
of technical know-how to build a canoe that can sail thousands of miles and  to 
navigate across a featureless ocean just using the stars. 
We humans would still be living in some small corner of the African continent if 
we hadn’t the courage and desire to make journeys into the unknown. Sometimes 
we need to journey into the unknown. But we have courage and skills inside 
ourselves, if we just look. 

Printed and published by Gladsmuir Parish Church (Church of Scotland): SC005996; and Longniddry Parish Church (Church of Scotland): SC016556.


	Today’s Bible reading
	Philippians 2:1-11 (“Imitating Christ’s Humility”)
	Today’s hymns
	Praying for others
	And finally …

