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Sermon: A very old Hymn   Philippians 2:1-13      May 29, 2022 Easter 7                                       
Rev. Steve Clifton Rideau Park United Church, Ottawa ON 

 

Abide with me, fast falls the eventide 
The darkness deepens Lord, with me abide 
When other helpers fail and comforts flee 
Help of the helpless, oh, abide with me 

Abide with me is an old hymn that I really came to dislike… and then recently I found new life in 
it. 

Written by Scottish Anglican Henry Francis Lyte the hymn is a prayer asking God to stay close 
throughout life and in death, it was written by Lyte in 1847 as he was dying from tuberculosis.  

It’s a song of hope in the face of darkness, an expression of Gods faithfulness in life, in death 
and life beyond death. 

When I was in rural ministry Abide With me was sung at every funeral. And it was sung slowly, 
very slowly, so slowly, and it was a real downer. You could feel the energy draining from you as 
it was sung. 

But then I heard the tune as James played it a moment ago, with good tempo and this song of 
hope and faithfulness sprang to life for me again. I guess that I am far enough removed from 
the rural funeral home version of the song to feel its power once again. 

Can you think of an old hymn that you love? Or one that you are glad to let go of and hope not 
to sing again? 

Some old church songs have faded from common use because the images and words no longer 
work as they once did. As a child we sang Onward Christian Soldiers in church often and it was a 
rousing tune. Onward Christian soldiers marching as to war…. like a mighty army moves the 
church of God. But the militaristic images and the triumphal, all conquering theology no longer 
works in our day.  

The hymn Men Go to God is based on the writings of the great theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
the text has great depth and power but…Men Go to God? Women and children also may go to 
God, so the hymn needs a reworking. 

Some old songs continue on in spite of their words. O Come All Ye Faithful is a great Christmas 
Carol that we sing every year. But it contains the curious verse: Lo He Abhors Not the Virgins 
Womb…   

It begs the questions - Why might he abhor it? What is so praiseworthy in not abhorring a 
womb? The Rev Frederick Oakley, in 1841 translated that line from the original Latin into 
English and in Latin read correctly a good translation might be simply: “Born of a virgin’s womb” 
We cannot be sure why Rev Oakley chose the phrase he did. Its a terrible verse, but we sing it 
every Christmas Eve just the same 
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Some new songs are actually old. Sydney Carter wrote a number of hymns in the 20th Century – 
Lord of the Dance, One More step into the World I Go... – basing these new hymns on the songs 
of the American Shaker community, bringing their tunes back to life from centuries before. 

And what is an old tune is a matter of perspective. When we have a hymn sing here, I am 
always amazed that it is songs from the last few decades that people ask for most of all… 

========= 

The reading from Philippians today contains an old hymn. A really old hymn. Really old. Paul 
wrote the letter to church at Philippi at and around the year 62CE. Scholars think that hymn 
may be more than 20 years older still. We can’t know the tune and the meter is not regular, but 
the words express a very early view of Jesus.  

The first stanza 

Who, though he was in the form of God, 

Did not regard being equal with God 

Something to be grasped after. 

But he emptied himself 

Taking on the form of a slave, 

And coming in the likeness of humans. 

And being found in appearance as a human 

He humbled himself 

Becoming obedient unto death— even death on a cross. 

 

So, this old hymn begins by speaking of Jesus as one who humbles himself. It sings of the Son of 
God in humility, gladly taking on our life and our death. He abhors not the pains and sorrows 
our lives. He takes them on, he shares in them. 

Second stanza (And you will hear echoes of our old hymn, “At the Name of Jesus in these 
words): 

 Therefore, God highly exalted him 

And bestowed on him the name 

That is above every name, 

That at the name of Jesus 

Every knee should bow 

Of those 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. 
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So, the one who lowered himself in humility is lifted up into the presence of God. And in all of 
this we, our world, our struggles, our challenges are lifted up too.  

 

This old hymn in Philippians 2, sometimes called the Kenosis song, reminds us that, just years 
after Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, Jesus followers saw Jesus as the one who came to be 
with us where we are so that we could be with him where he is. Heaven and earth come close 
together in Jesus. And that’s a good reason to sing. 

 

In fact, the old, old song of Philippians 2 echoes in the old hymn Abide With me. 

Both sing with hope and joy of our God who is constant faithful and close. 

 

Abide with me, fast falls the eventide 
The darkness deepens Lord, with me abide 
When other helpers fail and comforts flee 
Help of the helpless, oh, abide with me 

 

And Paul and the early church take up the tune. Abide with me? Yes, in Jesus, with us in all 
things, God does abide. 


