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CHRIST'S PRE-EXISTENCE IN PAULINE
SOTERIOLOGY
BRENDAN BYRNE, S.J.
[Editor's Note: The author demonstrates that Paul's writings do
not support playing down Christ's pre-existenee in the interests
of a Christology supposedly more firmly anchored in his historical human life. On the contrary, the rhetorical effect of central Pauline texts is seriously eroded if Christ is not affirmed as
the Father's pre-existent Son. At stake here is Paul's acute sense
of God's love for humanity made vulnerable to the world in the
costly gift of the Son.]
of Christology, no matter how variant in
C
other respects, appear to agree on one thing. Virtually all insist
that the point of departure for Christology must be not metaphysical
ONTEMPORARY ACCOUNTS

speculation about the divine sonship of Jesus but the history of Jesus
himself: his life, preaching, and fate (death and resurrection), as portrayed in the total witness of the New Testament. The German scholar
Karl-Josef Kuschel in a monumental study goes so far as to speak of an
ecumenical consensus in this matter, outlining the work of representative figures such as Pannenberg, Ebeling, Moltmann, Küng, Kasper,
Schillebeeckx, Sobrino, and O'Collins, as well as pointing to the emergence of this trend in the later writings of Karl Rahner. While avoiding a false dichotomy between "Christologyfromabove" and "Christology from below," there is clearly a renewed effort to reclaim the significance of Jesus' human history, particularly as presented in the
Synoptic Gospels, over against the tradition developed in the great
conciliar definitions, which owed so much to the Gospel of John.
BRENDAN BYRNE, S.J., is professor of New Testament at the Jesuit Theological College,
Parkville-Melbourne, Australia. He received the D.Phil, degree from Oxford. His commentary on Romans has recently appeared in the Sacra Pagina Commentaries Series
(Glazier/Liturgical, 1996). He is now preparing a re-examination of Paul's understanding
of Christian ethics.
1
K-J. Kuschel, Born before All Time? The Dispute over Christ's Origin, trans. John
Bowden (London: SCM, 1992; original German 1990) 424-28.
2
E.g., W. Thüsing states, "It is no longer possible, as it was in the past, to take Jesus'
divine nature as a point of departure in Christological thinking. It is more in accordance
with contemporary anthropological thought to take Jesus' humanity as point of departure" (in Karl Rahner and Wilhelm Thüsing, A New Christology [London: Burns & Oates,
1980J 160), and Roger Haight notes, "As a consequence of this historical consciousness,
Christology today begins overwhelmingly with a consideration of Jesus and proceeds
throughout to underline and even stress the humanity of Jesus" ("The Case for Spirit
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In the context of this stress upon the humanity of Christ, the notion
of his pre-existence as eternal Son of God which figured prominently in
the traditional formulations and found renewed emphasis in the dialectical theology of Karl Barth, has proved to be a grave embarrassment. Kuschers massive survey of the question from Barth to Schillebeeckx provides ample evidence of this. The British scholar John Macquarrie even dubs the claim that Jesus Christ, prior to his birth, had
a conscious, personal pre-existence in heaven something destructive of
his true humanity.3
Those theologians who are not prepared, as was R. Bultmann, to
regard pre-existence as simply a mythological relic in biblical thought
and to state bluntly, "We no longer need that particular conception,"4
face the problem of somehow saving the biblical and early conciliar
affirmations of the pre-existence of the Word, on the one hand, without
injury to the full humanity of Jesus, and, on the other hand, without
belaboring Christian proclamation with concepts meaningless to contemporary understanding.
In the face of this dilemma, many systematic theologians have found
blessed relief in a growing tendency among biblical scholars to regard
statements of pre-existence as relatively isolated and rare across the
broad spectrum of the New Testament. What might be called a fullblown notion of pre-existence—the belief that the one subsequently
known as Jesus Christ somehow had a personal history with God prior
to his human life—is regarded as more or less confined to the Johannine literature and other late documents. It is notably absent from the
three Synoptic Gospels, the chief resource for the human history of
Jesus, while the earliest documents, the authentic letters of Paul (Romans, 1-2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, Philemon), if they contain the notion at all, feature it simply in the attenuated, figurative sense of Christ's pre-temporal presence in the
mind and purpose of God, without any implication of personal preexistence. From this perspective the significance of the motif is severely relativized as regards the total witness of the New Testament
and its right to exercise so dominant an influence on doctrinal formulations, as in traditional Christology, put in question.5
Among biblical scholars, the outstanding representative and indeed
champion of this view has been the British exegete James D. G. Dunn,6
Christology," Theological Studies 53 [1992] 257-87, at 257); see also Gerald O'Collins,
Christology: A Biblical, Historical and Systematic Study of Jesus (New York: Oxford
University, 1995) 16-17.
3
Macquarrie, Jesus Christ and Modern Thought (Philadelphia: Trinity, 1990) 57; see
also Haight, "Spirit Christology" 276.
4
See Kuschel, Born before All Time? 133-34.
5
This attempt is evident in the entire survey of the biblical evidence offered in the
central portion of Kuschel's work (ibid. 222-395).
6
Dunn's strictures against the idea of Christ's pre-existence are to be found in several
places within his extensive writings; the most sustained and express treatment is given
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with whom can be associated in particular Jerome Murphy-O'Connor,
8
9
John A. T. Robinson, and now Stanley Κ Stowers. The influence of
this tendency is clear in the caution of scholars who adopt more mod
10
erate positions, such as John Ziesler.
John Macquarrie offers a notable example of the impact such views
have had upon systematic theologians. Macquarrie enthusiastically
endorses a Christology from below in the form proposed by Dunn:

This ... type of interpretation not only fits well with the modern insistence on
the full humanity of Christ..., but also dispenses with the mythological idea
of a personal pre-existence of Jesus Christ.... It is perfectly compatible with
(and probably demands) the idea that Jesus Christ pre-existed in the mind and
purpose of God.... If one wants to go beyond this and claim that Jesus Christ
had prior to his birth a conscious, personal pre-existence in 'heaven', this
is not
only mythological but is, I believe, destructive of his true humanity.11
A similar indebtedness to Dunn is illustrated by Roger Haight in his
development of a Spirit Christology, to which I shall return later.12
It is not my intention here to attempt a new resolution of this issue
along systematic lines. Nor do I intend even to review the biblical
evidence across the entire range of the New Testament, let alone the
wider background in pre-Christian Judaism and the Greco-Roman
world. The focus of this article is principally on Paul who, because of
the dates of his writings, remains the key figure. I hope to provide
in Christology in the Making: An Inquiry into the Origins of the Doctrine of the Incar
nation (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1980) 113-25; see also Romans 1-8 (Dallas: Word
Books, 1988) 278. For critical response to Dunn, see especially the issue of Semeia 30
(1985) entitled Christology and Exegesis: New Approaches, ed. R. Jewett with contribu
tions from C. Holladay, L. Hurtado, A. F. Segal, R. H. Fuller, D. Juel, and a response
from Dunn himself. See further L. D. Hurst, "Re-enter the Pre-existent Christ in Philippians 2.5-11?" New Testament Studies 32 (1986) 449-57; C. A. Wanamaker, "Philippians 2.6-11: Son of God or Adamic Christology?" NTS 33 (1987) 179-93, esp. 182-83;
N. T. Wright, "Harpagmos and the Meaning of Philippians 2.5-11," Journal of Theologi
cal Studies n.s. 37 (1986) 321-52, substantially reproduced in Wright's The Climax of the
Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1991)
56-98. Dunn has further replied to his critics in the Foreword to the second edition of
Christology in the Making (1989) xi-xxxix.
7
Murphy-O'Connor, "Christological Anthropology in Phil. 2.6-11," Revue biblique 83
(1976) 25-50.
8
Robinson, The Human Face of God (London: SCM, 1973) 162-66, esp. 166; see also
C. H. Talbert, 'The Problem of Pre-Existence in Philippians 2:6-11," Journal of Biblical
Literature 86 (1967) 141-53; G. Howard, "Phil 2:6-11 and the Human Christ," Catholic
Biblical Quarterly 40 (1978) 368-87; M. Rissi, "Der Christushymnus in Phil 2,6-11," in
W. Haase and H. Temporini, ed., Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt: Teil II
(Principat) 25.4 (1987) 3314-26, esp. 3317-18.
9
Stowers, A Rereading of Romans: Justice, Jews and Gentiles (New Haven: Yale
University, 1995) 220.
10
Ziesler, Pauline Christianity, rev. ed. (New York: Oxford University, 1990) 42-43;
see also Luke Timothy Johnson, The Real Jesus (San Francisco: Harper, 1996) 162.
11
Macquarrie, Jesus Christ and Modern Theology (Philadelphia: Trinity, 1990) 55-69,
at 57; and 388-92.
12
Haight, "The Case for Spirit Christology" passim.
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systematic theologians with what I conceive to be a more accurate
reading of Paul's view of the relationship between God and Jesus
Christ. My thesis, which clearly runs counter to tendencies I have just
described, is not only that the interpretation of certain texts (notably
Phil 2:6-8 and 2 Cor 8:9) requires Christ's pre-existence but that, more
importantly, the full force of Paul's soteriological thought is undercut
if the one whom he, along with the early Christian tradition, came to
call Christ did not emerge from the eternity of God in such a way that
his personal human history is preceded by this existence with God and
plays out an intimate relationship that is prior, in a unique way, to his
human history. To neglect the pre-temporal aspect of this relationship
gravely erodes, as I wish to show, the sense of the extremity of divine
love and grace which lies at the heart of the Paul's gospel. At stake is
nothing less than the Pauline view of God who in Jesus Christ has
reached out to the world in a costly vulnerability of love (see Rom 8:32,
39). First I offer some preliminary clarifications bearing on préexistence and the controversy surrounding it.
Pre-existence: Some Clarifications
The notion of pre-existence raises acute problems of a philosophical
nature. In what sense can anyone or anything, for that matter, be said
to have an existence prior to actual existence—unless it be merely in
the foresight or intention of some other party? No one certainly—
unless that other party be God, in which case the priority envisaged in
the "pre-" is not a matter of time but a priority that has to do with
eternity, the timeless existence of God. From the perspective of Christ's
personal human life, pre-existence necessarily suggests something of a
before and after. But it is misleading to think entirely or even primarily of temporal succession. Gerald O'Collins puts the matter well when
he writes: "Pre-existence means rather that Christ personally belongs
to an order of being other than the created temporal one. His personal,
divine existence transcends temporal (and spatial) categories. . . .
Eternity transcends time but without being apart from it.
By the same token, it is important to stress that in speaking of
pre-existence, one is not speaking of a pre-existence of Jesus' humanity. Jesus Christ did not personally pre-exist as Jesus. Hence one ought
not to speak of a pre-existence of Jesus. 14 Even to use the customary
expression of the pre-existence of Christ can be misleading since the
word "Christ" in its original meaning simply designates the Jewish
Messiah, a figure never thought of as pre-existent in any personal
sense. But in view of the Christian application of "Christ" to Jesus,
13

O'Collins, Christology 238.
Haight remarks that "one cannot really think of a préexistence of Jesus" ("The Case
for Spirit Christology" 276). O'Collins rightly insists over against Haight that the classic
doctrine of the Incarnation of the Word never had in view the pre-existence of Jesus in
his human nature (Christology 243-44).
14
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virtually as a proper name and in a way going beyond his historical
earthly existence, it is appropriate to discuss the issue in terms of the
pre-existence of Christ, provided one intends thereby to designate sim
ply the subject who came to historical human existence as Jesus, with
out any connotation that he pre-existed as a human being.
What is allowed for, however, in this concept of pre-existence is the
capacity to make choices. Nearly thirty years ago, the Oxford scholar
George Caird pointed to this as the crucial factor marking off a preexistence that is truly personal from one that simply amounts to being
elected, as regards role and destiny, in the mind or purpose of God (the
attenuated category to which an increasing number of scholars would
consign all the Pauline references that seem to imply pre-existence).15
My contention is that several passages reflecting Paul's soteriological
thought involve just such a choice made by Christ pre-existent in the
sense here outlined; these bear essentially upon Paul's conception of
Christ's self-emptying love as the outreach of God's love for the world.
Let me add further that it is not my intention to treat at any length,
in a historical-critical way, the question regarding the origin of the
concept of pre-existence nor to consider how its usage with respect to
the person of Jesus Christ arose in Christianity without apparent in
jury to the basic monotheism inherited from Judaism. Suffice it to say
that, over the past decade, several studies devoted to the status and
function of divine agent figures (personified Wisdom, God's chief angel,
exalted patriarchs) within Jewish monotheism have rendered the at
tribution of pre-existence to Jesus, even at a comparatively early stage,
far more credible. I refer in particular to the work of Jarl E. Fossum,
A. P. Segal,17 and L. Hurtado.18 There is hardly evidence that preChristian Judaism in any of its multiple forms understood personifi
cations of Wisdom or other divine attributes to constitute hypostases in
any real sense rather than as simple literary personifications of God's
own power and activity. There are no grounds for believing that figures
such as God's principal angel (the Angel of the Lord, Michael, etc.) or
patriarchs (Adam, Enoch, Jacob, Moses, etc.) exalted after their
earthly career to angelic status ever became objects of worship in such
a way as to introduce a truly binitarian element into Jewish theistic
19
belief of the first century C.E. But the existence of such speculation
15

G. B. Caird, "The Development of the Doctrine of Christ in the New Testament/' in
Christ For Us Today, ed. Ν. Pittenger (London: SCM, 1968) 66-80, esp. 78-80.
16
Fossum, The Name of God and the Angel of the Lord: Samaritan and Jewish Con
cepts of Intermediation and the Origin of Gnosticism (Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1985).
17
Segal, Two Powers in Heaven: Early Rabbinic Reports about Christianity and Gnosticism (Leiden: Brill, 1977); "Pre-existence and Incarnation: A Response to Dunn and
Holladay," Semeia 30 (1985) 83-95; The Other Judaisms of Late Antiquity (Atlanta:
Scholars, 1987) esp. ix-xvii, 1-40.
18
Hurtado, One God, One Lord: Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jewish Monotheism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988).
19
Hurtado convincingly criticizes Fossum for holding the contrary view on both scores
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about heavenly figures in the rich variety of first-century Judaism
could have served and probably did serve to provide early Christianity
with the conceptual and linguistic framework needed to express its
distinctive beliefs about Jesus. That the Crucified and Risen One came
to be thought of as exalted to God's right hand (see the frequent application to Christ of Ps 110:1), as bearer of the divine name (see Phil
2:9), as Son of Man destined to return in glory (see Mark 8:28; 13:26;
14:62 [each with parallels in Matthew and Luke]; Matt 24:27; Luke
17:24; Acts 7:56), as pre-existent; that he became an object of prayer,
invocation, and worship: all this required an impulse (the impact of his
life, death, and resurrection; the experience of the Spirit) beyond what
the Jewish background could provide. There was undoubtedly a point
of discontinuity or mutation. But the carriers were at hand to encapsulate and express that mutation when eventually it did occur, early
enough to find reflection in Paul.22
The important role that Old Testament and postbiblical Jewish
Wisdom motifs are likely to have played in providing the carriers for
early christological development, and specifically for the concept of
pre-existence, has long been acknowledged.23 The research of scholars
such as Segal and Hurtado has added to this a further dimension that
both fills in the picture and allows for the possibility of a much earlier
christological development than previously seemed plausible.24 If, as
appears to have been the case, the Crucified One was seen as exalted
by God and graced with God's Name, so as to achieve God's principal
agent status, and if such a combination of angelic and patriarchal
exaltation status was itself joined with identification with God's preexistent Wisdom, destined to be sent on saving missions (see Wisdom
9:4, 9-10), it is not difficult to account for the attribution of personal

(One God, One Lord 37-39, 47, 85-90). Segal also doubts that angelic agents were
regarded as sufficiently independent of the deity to constitute heresy with regard to
Jewish monotheism before the end of the first century (Two Powers 200-01); see also
Dunn, Christology, 2nd ed., xxv.
20
See Segal, Two Powers 206-08.
21
This is the terminology of Hurtado whose thesis I am basically following here.
22
On this see further the interesting reflections of the Jewish scholar Alan Segal in
"Pre-existence and Incarnation" 93.
23
See E. Schweizer, "Zur Herkunft der Präexistenzvorstellung bei Paulus," Evangelische Theologie 19 (1959) 65-70; "Zum religionsgeschichtlichen Hintergrund der 'Sendungsformer Gal 4:4f, Rom 8:3f, Joh 3:16f, 1 Joh 4:9," Zeitschrift für neutestamentliche
Wissenschaft 57 (1966) 199-210; art. uhuios, ktl.n in R. Kittel, ed. Theological Dictionary
of the New Testament, 10 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964-76) 8.354^57, 363-92,
399; M. Hengel, The Son of God (London: SCM, 1976) 66-76; Hurtado, One God, One
Lord 42-50.
24
Dunn now acknowledges that he ought to have paid more attention to these aspects
than he did when composing the first edition of the work (Christology, 2nd ed., xxivxxvi), but he is still inclined to date the emergence of a genuine binitarianism in Christianity to the close of the first century, as reflected in the Johannine literature (ibid,
xxviii-xxx).
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pre-existence to Christ at a period comparatively close to the original
impulse that gave rise to the early Christian movement.25
EVIDENCE FOR PRE-EXISTENCE IN PAUL

After these preliminary remarks, I now want to address Pauline
texts directly. With respect to Christ's pre-existence, the relevant texts
fall into different categories. Two texts, Phil 2:6-8 and 2 Cor 8:9, appear to require it. Others, notably the sending statements in Rom
8:3-4 and Gal 4:4r-5, as well as Rom 8:32 and 15:3, make good sense in
terms of it, once the possibility that Paul entertained the idea of
Christ's pre-existence has been established on the basis of the first
two.26 Of equal importance, I hope to show at some length, is Paul's
presentation of Christ as the charisma of God in Rom 5:15-17, a text
not previously considered in relation to this issue.
Philippians 2:6-8
For obvious reasons the Christ-hymn in Phil 2:6-11 has been the
chief focus of the debate concerning pre-existence. Whether Paul wrote
the hymnic sequence himself or was quoting from some earlier Christian tradition is not really decisive. It is unlikely that Paul would have
appealed to a tradition containing Christology at odds with what he
himself believed. If there is pre-Pauline tradition here, that renders
the dating of the Christology it contains earlier still.27 In any case,
25
The attribution of such tendencies to an earlier period makes it even less likely that
influence from the non-Jewish Greco-Roman milieu exercised significant influence upon
the rise of a high Christology, the thesis characteristic of the History of Religions school
dominant in the early part of this century. Greek influence there may certainly have
been, but such influence was in all likelihood mediated through Hellenistic Judaism, as
reflected, e.g., in the Alexandrian Book of Wisdom, Philo, etc., rather than being directly
imported; see L. Hurtado, "New Testament Christology: Retrospect and Prospect," Semeia 30 (1985) 15-27, esp. 19-20.
26
1 set aside here consideration of what appears to be a citation of a credal fragment
by Paul in 1 Cor 8:6, a text often cited in connection with the pre-existence of Christ. It
is difficult to contest that what appears at first sight to be an allusion to Christ's
protological mediation of creation could equally refer to his soteriological mediation of
the new creation (see Kuschel, Born before All Time? 285-91). Likewise shaky as a
foundation for pre-existence is the midrashic allusion in 1 Cor 10:4 to Christ as the rock
which accompanied the Israelites in the desert. It simply applies in a typological way the
past experience of Israel to the present situation of the Church: Christ functions for
believers as the rock functioned for Israel (see ibid. 280-85). I set aside consideration of
the allusion in Col 1:15-16 on the grounds that it stems from a later, deutero-Pauline
generation.
27
Philippians is most plausibly dated around 56-57, composed during Paul's extended
stay at Ephesus in the course of what is traditionally known as his Third Missionary
Journey (see Acts 19:1-20:1). For considerations against a later dating, during a period
of imprisonment in Rome in the early 60s, see B. Byrne, "Philippians," in New Jerome
Biblical Commentary 792. If the hymn is pre-Pauline, it is likely that the Apostle first
encountered it during the formative period of his association with the vigorous Christian
community in Antioch in the early to middle 40s, before the launching of his own more
independent missionary career.
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Paul in no sense mounts a case for the Christology of the hymn. He
simply assumes that it is something his audience has long since come
to accept.
The issue of pre-existence turns upon interpretation of the first half
of the hymn, w . 6-8, referring to the pre-exaltation career of Christ, as
distinct from w . 9-11 which treat of his post-Resurrection exaltation
as cosmic Lord. The opening verses contain references to choices made
by Christ which fundamentally altered the pattern of his existence,
culminating in the supreme lowliness of the cross. The question is
whether these choices are pictured as operative purely within the span
of his human life or whether they actually include a decisive choice to
become human in an existence in the divine eternity in some sense
prior to the human way of being.
To set out in translation the relevant portion of the text might seem
to determine from the start several matters best left open at this stage.
However, I offer a provisional translation:
6. Who, though his condition was divine, did not consider being like God something to exploit for selfish gain,
7. But rather he emptied himself, adopting the condition of a slave, taking on
the likeness of human beings.
And being found in human form,
8. he lowered himself further still, becoming obedient unto death, even to
death upon a cross.
As regards the status of Christ, much depends upon the interpretation of the clauses in the opening stanza (v. 6). Traditionally, the first
phrase ("his condition was divine") has been taken as an indication of
Christ's belonging to the divine way of being.28 However, it is also
possible to see here simply an echo of Gen 1:26-27 where human beings are stated to have been created in God's own image and likeness,
a reading that lends obvious support to those who state that the hymn
consistently compares the behavior of Christ with that of Adam.29
There are firm grounds for detecting an Adamic aura in the hymn.
Whether the Adamic tone begins precisely at this point is another
matter. Those skeptical of the Adamic allusion have long since pointed
out the considerable variation in language between the Septuagint of
the relevant phrases in Gen 1:26-27 and that of the hymn.30 Apart
28
See esp. J. B. Lightfoot, Saint Paul's Epistle to the Philippians, rev. ed. (London:
Macmillan, 1903) 127-33. A review of more recent interpretation is given in R. P. Martin's classic survey, Carmen Christi: Philippians 2:5-11 in Recent Interpretation and in
the Setting of Early Christian Worship, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983) xx-xxi,
99-133.
29
See Dunn, Christology 114-21; Murphy-O'Connor, "Christological Anthropology"
passim; Fossum, Name of God 292-97; Wright, Climax of the Covenant 58-59; Macquarrie, Jesus Christ and Modern Thought 57-59.
30
See Wright, Climax of the Covenant 72.
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from whether an Aramaic original may underlie the present text,31
readers of the Greek text would be hard put to recognize here an
intertextual echo of Gen 1:26-27, let alone an allusion to Adam.32
The exact sense of the Greek word morphè is elusive. In the present
context, the meaning must be such as to allow for the contrast which
the text seems to offer between the phrase en morphç theou in v. 6 and
morphèn doulou in v. 7b. It seems best to interpret the word not as a
reference to essential being,33 nor to external shape or manifestation,34
but to the specific form in which the identity and status of someone/
something is expressed and can thus come to be known and recognized.35 Though not precisely equivalent to status, morphè indicates
the way of being attached to status. Thus the hymn indicates from the
outset that Christ enjoyed a way of being that may appropriately be
termed divine.
Most discussion down the ages has focused upon the following
phrase: "did not consider being like God something to exploit for selfish
gain" (v. 6b). It is not necessary to review here all the interpretations
proposed, since the British scholar N. T. Wright has undertaken that
task in exhaustive detail.36 As Wright points out, discussion reached a
decisive stage with the publication in 1971 of an article by R. W.
Hoover.37 On the basis of a rigorous re-examination of the comparative
philological evidence brought forward by previous scholars (especially
W. Jaeger), Hoover concluded that the ouch harpagmon phrase represents a Greek idiom where harpagmos has the sense of something
which one might exploit for selfish gain. This analysis (never, as
Wright points out,38 conclusively challenged on philological grounds)
cuts right through the old dilemma between res rapta (really res retinencia) and res rapienda explanations. What Christ already possessed,
likeness to God (expressed both in the phrases <Éhis condition was divine" and "being like God"39), he did not consider something to exploit
for selfish gain. Instead, on the contrary (the force of the firm "but")
31
See P. Grelot, "Deux notes critiques sur Philippiens 2, 6-11," Biblica 54 (1973)
169-86, at 185-86, where Grelot sets out a reconstructed Aramaic original.
32
For a lexical critique of this association with the eikôn of Gen 1:26-27, see esp. D. H.
Wallace, "A Note on morphè," Theologische Zeitschrift 22 (1966) 19-25.
33
So J. Gnilka in agreement with earlier writers such as M. Dibelius, E. Käsemann,
and G. Bornkamm (Der Philipperbrief, 2nd ed. [Freiburg: Herder, 1976] 114).
34
So D. Steenburg, "The Case Against the Synonymity of Morphè and Eikön," Journal
for the Study of the New Testament 34 (1988) 77-86.
35
W. Pöhlmann, art. "morphè," in Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament, 3 vols.
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990-93) 2.442-43.
36
Wright, Climax of the Covenant 56-98.
37
R. W. Hoover, "The Harpagmos Enigma: A Philological Solution," Harvard Theological Review 64 (1971) 95-119.
38
Wright, Climax of the Covenant 78, 85-86.
39
One of the great weaknesses of the explanation along res rapienda lines favored
especially by those wishing to see a contrast with Adam at this point is that it is forced
to make a contrast between these two phrases, which is contrary to the use of the
articular infinitive in Paul (see ibid. 83).
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40

he saw likeness to God as involving self-emptying for the good of
others. There is a key definition of divinity here, to which I shall return.
The following stanza (v. 7a-c) gives expression to the first deliberate
choice of Christ flowing from this perception of what was appropriate
for one like God: namely, self-emptying to take on the condition of a
slave, adopting the likeness of human beings. The emptying is not to be
taken in a literal sense, as in the old kenotic christologies, but rather
as a strong statement of going to the opposite extreme. The opposite
extreme for one in the condition of God was to take on the condition of
a slave.41 It involved a movement from being lord of all to being lord of
nothing. In terms of strict logic one might have expected that the
double reference to becoming human that follows (v. 7cd: "taking on
the likeness of human beings and being found in human form") might
have preceded the reference to taking on the condition of a slave (v. 7b).
But the hymn simply assumes that, from the divine point of view,
unredeemed human life is an existence of slavery (see especially Gal
4:1-7, 8-10), 42 and the divine/slave polarity is more significant than
the divine/human polarity which it necessarily presupposes.43
The phrases that explicitly point to Christ's becoming human are
open to a highly docetic reading. The Greek word homoiöma can mean
both "identical copy" and "(mere) resemblance," and schèma can express outward appearance only. More likely, however, both phrases
40
The phrase to einai isa theou does not express an absolute equality with God in the
sense of the conciliar definitions formulated in response to the christological controversies of the patristic era. The use of the neuter plural isa, rather than the masculine
singular isos (as in John 5:18), represents a weakening in the sense of likeness; see P.
Grelot, "Deux expressions difficiles de Philippiens 2, 6-7," Biblica 53 (1972) 495-507,
esp. 498-501; Β. Byrne, "Sons of God"—"Seed of Abraham" (Rome: Biblical Institute,
1979) 201 n. 20.
41
Attempts to take the Greek word doulos here in the less pejorative sense of servant
and so find a reference to the Servant figure of Isaiah 42:1-7; 49:1-7; 50:4-9; 52:13—
53:12 are not on the whole convincing. Apart from linguistic problems, the more positive
note attaching to the role of such a servant figure gravely weakens the contrast (divine
condition/slave condition) which the logic of the hymn requires. On this point I differ
from Wright who firmly maintains an allusion to the Isaianic Servant here (Climax of the
Covenant 59-62). For Wright, the hymn conceives of Christ's role in servant terms
because it sees him coming to accomplish the mission marked out for Israel in the
Servant passages—that of undoing the sin of Adam (ibid. 61).
42
See E. Käsemann, "A Critical Analysis of Philippians 2:5-11" in God and ChristExistence and Province, ed. R. W. Funk (New York: Harper and Row, 1968) 45-88, esp.
66-67. Käsemann emphasizes too exclusively the Hellenistic context of such a view of
human existence; it could be equally at home in certain strains of Jewish apocalypticism.
43
On the best division of the hymn in terms of structure (that of E. Lohmeyer, Die
Briefe an die Philipper, Kolosser und an Philemon, 6th (13th) edition [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1964] 90), the phrases "taking on the likeness of human beings"
and "being found in human form" probably belong to separate stanzas, the former concluding the second three-line stanza (v. 7abc [the first stanza being the three lines of v.
6]), the second beginning the third stanza (w. 7d-8, which is of four lines, unless the final
phrase thanatou de staurou be regarded as an addition).
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express full identification with the human rather than an element of
reserve. They highlight the paradox of one whose condition was divine
identifying with the human. They also, especially the passive participle "being found," stress how Christ now appeared before God: as one
fully identified with the human condition, as a true representative of
humanity. This identification in the sight of God paves the way for the
divine reaction expressed in the final part of the hymn (v. 9) to the
obedience of this (representative) human being.
The second deliberate choice of the God-like subject of the hymn
finds expression in v. 8. The main verb of the statement expressing
"lowering" corresponds to the main verb expressing "emptying" in the
previous verse. There is a strict continuity between the two: the impulse to self-emptying that was appropriate for one in the divine condition now, within the human condition, finds expression in the lowering of oneself to the point of obedience "unto death, even to the death
upon a cross." The point seems to be that, even though involved in the
slave situation of human existence, Christ could have lived a more or
less normal human life not involving further subjection. Instead, in
line with his embodiment of the divine generosity, he chose to be subject in the most extreme sense.44
The point I wish to make from this analysis of the first part of the
hymn is that it makes most sense in terms of an "invasion" from the
divine sphere into the human. Restricting Christ's career to his human
history alone runs into the crucial difficulty that, according to the
language in w . 6-7ab, the subject adopts an attitude and makes a
decision prior to becoming human (v. 7cd).45 It also ruins the sense of
continuity in a divine outpouring of generosity that seems central to
the overall argument of the hymn and certainly to Paul's application of
it in w . 3—4.
At the same time, as Wright insists,46 finding pre-existence in the
Philippians hymn in no sense excludes an allusion to Adam. It is not a
44
This note of self-lowering is the chief point linking the hymn to the exhortation
which both precedes and appeals to it; see w . 3-4: "Do nothing from selfish ambition or
conceit, but in humility reckon others as better than yourselves, looking not to your own
interests but to the interests of others," and Rom 15:3: "Christ did not please himself,
but..." The hymn may imply that Christ served his fellow human beings as a slave;
compare Mark 10:45; Matt 20:28.
45
Murphy-O'Connor's argument against pre-existence is fatally flawed by the weakness of his analysis of v. 7, which, concentrating on comparisons with Wisdom 2-5, fails
to recognize how the language signals a radical change in status (from divine to human)
("Christological Anthropology" 40-44); see Byrne, "Sons of God"—"Seed of Abraham"
200 n. 17; Martin, Carmen Christi xxi; Wright Climax of the Covenant 75; Kuschel, Born
before All Time? 253; O'Collins, Christology 35-36. Likewise to be rejected is Fossum's
claim that "the aorist participles [the reference is to labön and genomenos] plausibly can
be taken to convey the meaning that Jesus possessed the likeness' and "fashion' of man
also before [italics original] his emptying* and humbling himself (Name of God 295).
Fossum's own rather idiosyncratic punctuation itself suggests that the "emptying" precedes the transformations indicated in the participles.
46
Wright, Climax of the Covenant 59, 90-94.
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matter of choosing between Incarnation and Adamic Christology, as
J. D. G. Dunn seems to presuppose.47 An Adamic allusion can be preserved, indeed seen as central to the hymn, provided one realizes (as is
also the case in Rom 5:12-21) that Christ is contrasted with Adam as
much as he is compared.48 Without suggesting that Christ and Adam
were like God in precisely the same way (hence the difference in terminology between the language of Gen 1:26-27 and Phil 2:6), the hymn
does presuppose that both were like God. The contrast emerges in that
one (Adam) reckoned that likeness something to exploit for selfish
gain, whereas the other (the pre-existent Christ) considered it meant
going against self-interest (see Rom 15:3) to pour oneself out for others,
defining thereby the true meaning of being like God. Thus the hymn
sees Christ as voluntarily and generously entering the human sphere
to pick up the role in which Adam had failed and so to reverse the dire
universal consequences that Adam's failure set in train (see Rom 5:
12-21).49 Christ repairs the damage as a human being, but, for the
author of the hymn, Christ is more than a human being. He represents
an invasion of divine generosity into the human sphere.
Some authors, while conceding that this hymn embedded in Philippians does contain an allusion to the pre-existence of Christ, nonetheless treat its occurrence as untypical and anomalous, and strive to

