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18th Sunday after the Pentecost  Oct. 4, 2020   Trinity UMC 
  

Let’s continue with reading Paul’s letter to the Philippians…looking for words of 
encouragement and strength for the difficult time in which we live and the difficult days of 
winter, pandemic, elections that lie ahead.    I am using a translation from N. T. Wright, a 
professor and former Bishop in the Church of England so it may sound a little different from 
what’s in your translation.  
 
Scripture Reading        Philippians 2: 5 - 11 
 5 This is how you should think among yourselves— 

with the mind that you have because you belong to the Messiah, Jesus:  
6 Who, though in God’s form, did not  
Regard his equality with God  
As something he ought to exploit.  
7 Instead, he emptied himself,  
And received the form of a slave,  
Being born in the likeness of humans.  
And then, having human appearance,  
8He humbled himself, and became  
Obedient even to death,  
Yes, even the death of the cross.  
9 And so therefore, God has greatly exalted him,  
And to him in his favour has given  
The name which is over all names:  
10 That now at the name of Jesus  
Every knee under heaven shall bow—  
On earth, too, and under the earth; 
 11 And every tongue shall confess  
That Jesus, Messiah, is Lord,  
To the glory of God, the father. 
  THE KINGDOM NEW TESTAMENT: A CONTEMPORARY TRANSLATION by N.T. WRIGHT. Copyright (c) 2011 by 
Nicholas Thomas Wright. Courtesy of HarperCollins Publishers. Used by permission/Udemy.com 

The words of God for the people of God. 
     Thanks be to God.  
 

Message     The Rhythm of God 
 

There are those who say that these verses I just read are the very heart of Paul’s letter to the 
Philippians.  And the enduring heart of our faith as the followers of Jesus.   
In your Bibles you can probably see that they are poetry.   Some believe that these verses 
were written long before Paul wrote this letter and that they were used as one of the earliest 
statements of faith…a creed of sorts.  Others speculate that maybe the verses were set to 
music…a song, an anthem, a hymn.  And Paul was using it.  To make his point in this letter.   
 

I’ve heard hymns using these words.  How about you?   
#177  ‘He is Lord’    
He is Lord.  He is Lord.  
He is risen from the dead and he is Lord. 
Every knee shall bow. Every tongue proclaim  
That Jesus Christ is Lord.  
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I love music.  You probably know that about me.  
Music is one of the things that all the people in the world have in common.    That every 
group does in one way or another.  We are the same, like that. 
But at the same time, there are so many different kinds and styles and sounds of music.    
Melody or not 
Harmony or not 
Instruments or not 
Rhythm—fast or slow but always.  Always—always—all music has rhythm. I learned this 
back when I was a music major many decades ago now.  Music is sound waves moving 
through space and time.   And rhythm is defined as the human brain designing and enjoying 
and trying to make sense out of the speed and width and patterns of those soundwaves.  
 

Maybe I had too much time alone during my quarantine but I’ve started to think that God has 
a rhythm too…a Holy rhythm that moves through space and time.  And maybe religion is our 
human effort to make sense of God’s speed and width and patterns.   No disrespect 
intended. Those of you who know me know that I have a busy brain! 
 

In preparing to write this sermon, I was actually trying to live the first verse we read: 
This is how you should think among yourselves— 
with the mind that you have because you belong to the Messiah, Jesus. 
 
I love being a Methodist because we believe that God gave us minds to use and here’s a 
verse that says that our thinking, our brains themselves are realigned in some way because 
of our relationship with Jesus.  Paul believes, and so do I, that there’s something about 
belonging to Jesus that alters and refines our thinking.   Belonging to Jesus, studying 
Scripture, praying and worshipping chip away at what we think we know and open us up to e 
new ideas about truth and life and love and justice.   That’s what can happen if you really, 
really get into Jesus.  
 
So be careful…Jesus just might change your mind!  And if you like the way you think about 
everything just fine, thank you very much…  and you don’t want your mind to be 
changed…don’t hang out with Jesus.   Because Jesus came to transform our minds and our 
hearts and our lives.   That’s what Jesus does.  
 
Going back to this thought I had about the rhythm of God...In these verses from Paul’s letter 
to the Philippians…poetry that may or may not have been put to music…I see a pattern, 
moving through time and space 
in the way that Paul describes Jesus.    
 
I see the movement of Jesus from being in God’s form to joining us in a human form.   
Jesus, though in God’s form… he emptied himself,  
And received the form of a slave,  
Being born in the likeness of humans.  
And then,  
having human appearance,  
He humbled himself, and became  
Obedient 
Obedient even to death.  
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N.T. Wright, in the class I took early in the pandemic, talks about the first few verses, as a 
downward journey of love to the very depths of human selfishness, greed, corruption, and 
power-broking.   
Jesus moved, through time and space, 
Obedient even to death 
Yes, even the death of the cross.  
In a downward journey of love...for us.  
 
Now, the people in Philippi who read this letter, would have known, what we know too…that 
death on the cross was the worst and lowest and most demeaning way to die in the Roman 
Empire.   The cultural belief at the time was that Only criminals, law-breakers, bad, bad 
people were sentenced by the government to die outdoors, publicly, hanging on a cross,  in 
the heat of the sun, through dehydration, wounds, asphyxiation when it was just too hard to 
breath anymore.  
 
But Jesus wasn’t a bad guy, or a criminal…was he?  No, he was God, who gave up his 
Godly form and came to us in the flesh. 
Condemned not JUST by the government but set up and betrayed by the religion of his birth.  
And he allowed that to happen.  
He went as low as he could go in that system…out of obedience, yes but also as a 
demonstration of God’s love for the people of his time and place and our time and our place.  
Yes, even to death on a cross.    
Jesus took that downward journey of love to the darkest place in the human heart, the 
human temple, the human government.    
And here we are, in this time and place…some of us feeling as though we are seeing that 
same darkness of injustice and cruelty,  and foolishness right here and right now.  There’s a 
lot of bad stuff going on and that’s for sure.  Pandemic stuff.  Racism stuff.  White supremacy 
stuff.  Denominational stuff.  The list goes on and on.   
    
But that’s also not the end of the story, is it? 
 
The rhythm of God that I sense in these verses assures me that God keeps moving through 
space and time.  God doesn’t stop when it all goes bad.    
No, you can count on God’s rhythm to move  
from depth to height. 
From  low to high.  
From down to up.  
From crazy making to praise giving. 
 
This song, this poem that Paul includes in his letter moves immediately from the depths of 
the journey of love downward into glory and exaltation and praise, uplifting of Jesus.  Let 
me read that to you again:     
And so therefore, God has greatly exalted him,  
And to Jesus in his favour has given  
The name which is over all names:  
10 That now at the name of Jesus  
Every knee under heaven shall bow—  
On earth, too, and under the earth; 
 11 And every tongue shall confess  
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That Jesus, Messiah, is Lord,  
To the glory of God, the father. 
 
That is the rhythm of God.    

From Godly form to human Form. 
From human form to Destruction and despair.  
From Desolation to Redemption and celebration 
Every knee shall bow, every tongue proclaim… 
Praise to the Glory of God.  
 
It’s a rhythm that God has built into our life in this world. In this time and in this place.     
Through all time and space…God keeps moving.   
So when this particular moment in history, in a pandemic, in an election year starts to seem 
like it’s just too, too much…Remember:   
With the mind of Christ, with the heart of one who knows and loves God… 
With our own fumbling efforts at humble obedience TO GOD that Jesus modeled, 

we can get through whatever this particular time in history throws at us.    
We may have to make our own downward journey of love…for God, for our families, for 
people who are way worse off than we are, for our country in its time of great disturbance.  
And we may hit a terrible depth…but we will NOT be abandoned to that misery because God 
is with us and God keeps moving.  Through the writings of Paul.   Through the resurrection of 
Jesus, we can count on it: 
God is arranging a turn-around, right this minute.   
With an ancient and eternal rhythm that moves  
From depth to height. 
For low to high.  
From down to up.  
From crazy making to praise giving. 
Because Jesus Christ is Lord…to the Glory of God. Thanks be to God. Amen. 
 
 
    
  
  


