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 When you visit the Holy Land, you will probably go to Nazareth.  When you do, you will 

also see very nearby the archaeological dig of Sepphoris.  Sepphoris was a thriving big city in the 

first century—complete with Greek marketplace and amphitheater.  And it was within walking 

distance of Nazareth, Jesus’ home town.  The existence of this nearby metropolis has set Biblical 

scholars pondering the question of the social status of Jesus and his family.  Was he really just a 

poor, humble, Aramaic-speaking carpenter or was that a myth?  Joseph, a carpenter in Nazareth 

probably could have earned a good living by commuting over to Sepphoris.  Jesus could have 

learned Greek there, and might have been exposed to the international culture and Greek fine 

arts.  Perhaps he was no backwater youth after all, but a sophisticated and well-educated young 

man of the world when he began his ministry. 

 Sort of shocks the imagination, doesn’t it?  I think the most shocking part of picturing 

Jesus in this new light is the thought that as a sophisticated, well-educated young man he 

intentionally chose to be “downwardly mobile.”  Perhaps that was why his friends and family 

were so scandalized by his ministry.  You can imagine the gossip.  “He was such a promising 

youth!  So well-bred and intelligent!  He had every advantage, you know, but just look at how he 

turned out!  Mingling with the riff-raff and getting himself into all kinds of trouble with the 

authorities!  What a pity.  His mother must be heartbroken!” 

 No matter what one deduces Jesus’ social status to have been, there is no denying that he 

chose to live and preach among the most common of folk.  He broke bread with those considered 

to be beyond the pale, and he touched the untouchables.  He expressed himself and taught not in 

highfaluting language, but in the vernacular; using metaphors drawn from the everyday life of 



simple people.  He called to be his disciples NOT members of the intelligentsia, or the social or 

religious elite, but rather fishermen and tax collectors.  No matter how you look at it, Jesus was a 

downwardly mobile kind of guy.  Though he was in the form of God, he did not regard equality 

with God as something to be grasped, but rather emptied himself, taking the form of a slave.  

Being found in human form he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—

even death on a cross, to paraphrase the words of Paul. (Phil 2:6-8) Downwardly mobile.  Very 

uncool. 

 Emory Professor and author Fred Craddock says, “If there was ever anybody who was 

not a motivational speaker, it was Paul.  From a motivational point of view, everything he says is 

wrong.”  Motivational speakers encourage us to get into the real estate market to make a killing 

and get everything we have ever wanted in life:  vacation homes, fancy cars, riding lawn 

mowers, etc.  They tell us how to be successful and how to look the part.  They push our buttons, 

motivating us by appealing to our ambitions, to our greed, to our vanity, or to our fears. 

 But Paul was no motivational speaker.  To begin with, he was called to preach by a 

downwardly mobile God.  His first appeal to the Philippians was for them to grow up, to mature.  

He reached out to their common experience as Christian brothers and sisters.  He called on their 

compassion, their sympathy, their sharing together, their working together, serving together, 

praising God together—everything they had done in love and harmony and compassion.  But of 

course that is a losing argument when the real way to motivate people is to get them to compete 

with one another.  Depending on others and serving together is the stuff of losers. 

 And then next Paul says that if the Philippians do these things, it would make his joy 

complete.  Look, Paul, it is not your happiness we are interested in; it’s our happiness!  Tough 



nuggies, Paul, but you are going to have to do your own thing.  We have to deal with our own 

happiness. 

 And then listen to what Paul says next: Do not do anything out of ambition.  Do not do 

anything in order to brag.  Regard other people as better than yourselves.  Look to the interest 

and concern of other people and not just to your own.  And then this:  I want you to have the 

mind of Jesus Christ who did not count being equal with God as something to be clutched.  But 

he turned it lose and emptied himself and became a servant and a human being.  And being in 

human form e was obedient unto death, the death on the cross.  I want you to have that mind. 

 How could Paul have ever expected to succeed with a message like that?  Any 

motivational speaker worth his salt would tell you, “That is a speech by a loser to losers, and 

they are going to lose.  They will get no money, no members, with that message.  They will not 

succeed.”  And yet, Paul goes on to proclaim that because Jesus chose downward mobility and 

humility, “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.” 

 What ever could Paul have had in mind?  What ever could Jesus have had in mind?  What 

ever could God have had in mind?  This week we are going to dare to follow in the footsteps of a 

downwardly mobile God.  To do so will mean casting aside everything we have been taught to 

value: success, wealth, security, being number one, popularity, winning.  Jesus has emptied 

himself to make room for us to come inside him where we can learn his way of humility, 

poverty, servanthood, and love.  What might it be like to dare this radical, downward mobility?  

As Jesus said to his disciples, “Come and see.” 


