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Philippians 2:1–13 

 

Let us pray for an awareness of and inspiration from God’s Spirit. 

Living God, by your Spirit, help us to hear your Word so that we may 
truly understand; that, understanding, we may believe; and believing, we 
may follow your way in all faithfulness, seeking your honor and glory in 
all that we do. Amen. 

If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from 
love, any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, 
2make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same 
love, being in full accord and of one mind. 3Do nothing from 
selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better 
than yourselves. 4Let each of you look not to your own interests, 
but to the interests of others. 5Let the same mind be in you that was 

in Christ Jesus, 
6who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality 
with God as something to be exploited, 7but emptied himself, 
taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And 
being found in human form, 8he 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, 10so that at the name of Jesus every knee 
should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11and 
every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory 
of God the Father. 
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Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not 
only in my presence but much more now in my absence, work on 
your own salvation with fear and trembling, 13for it is God who is 
at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for God’s 
good pleasure. 

This is perhaps one of the more famous, or well-known, passages from 
the book of Philippians. It succinctly names the incarnation, crucifixion, 
and exaltation of Jesus. Many scholars believe that the author of the 
letter, the apostle Paul, has borrowed verse 5 through 11 from an early 
hymn of the Christian community. Whether Paul is the composer of the 
words or if it is from a hymn, the summary of Christ’s incarnation, 
crucifixion, and exaltation flow into the primary themes of Paul’s letter 
and the Christian life. 

Building on the primary appeal of the letter in Philippians 1:27–30 
where Paul tells the Philippians to “live your life in a manner worthy of 
the gospel of Christ”, in the first few verses of our reading today, Paul 
narrows in to appeal for community unity and individual humility. He 
asks his hearers to “make [his] joy complete” by being “of the same 
mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind” (2:2).  

Believers are to be characterized not by “selfish ambition or conceit,” 
but by “humility”. This entails esteeming others and their interests more 
highly than one’s own concerns. Contextually, this “humility” or 
“thinking lowly” is grounded in Christ’s “humbling” himself to the point 
of crucifixion. What is more, it stands in stark contrast to the honor-
seeking that prevailed among Roman aristocrats in society.i Paul does 
not recommend a traditional course of honor – the way of upward 
mobility and aspiration 0 but a course of downward mobility: the way of 
relinquishment and honoring others, seen foremost in the life of Christ. 
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In living out this counterintuitive course of life, Jesus is ultimately 
proclaimed “Lord” of all domains, a title superior to that of the highest 
Roman citizen and ruler, Caesar. 

These realities contextualize the strong language of self-denial (for 
example “regard others as better than yourselves”). Paul’s aims are 
neither self-degradation nor the affirmation of power discrepancies, but 
to call out individualistic quests for societal status and honor as contrary 
to the spirit of Christ and potentially harmful to community. 

All of Philippians 2:1–4 reads as a long, singular sentence in the Greek, 
making Paul’s appeals to unity and to humility inseparable. In Paul’s 
mind, humility is a necessary ingredient for community unity. And true 
humility is measured, not by low self-evaluation, but by demonstrable 
concern for others. 

The verses that follow only affirm further Paul’s primary rhetorical aim 
as encouraging obedience and constructive public witness. Paul’s focus 
in Philippians is concerned with how those that profess Jesus as Christ 
live out their salvation here and now in the world. And these are matters 
of obedience, humility, and public witness as Paul concludes the verses 
for today with the words, “for it is God who is at work in you, enabling 
you both to will and to work for God’s good pleasure.” 

This text encourages believers to share the mind of Christ in humility 
and in service to others. Wouldn’t that be something? Imagine a world in 
which all who called themselves Christians turned their hearts, minds, 
and hands to embodying Love in the world. This passage so eloquently 
reminds us that we belong, not to ourselves, but to Christ. Clearly, the 
Philippians needed this reminder as much as we do. Left to our own 
devices we forget that we are called to a life united in Love, a life meant 
to serve God by serving others in the name of Christ. 
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When ministers, elders, and deacons are ordained in the Presbyterian 
Church, one of the questions they are asked if they “sincerely receive 
and adopt the essential tenets of the Reformed faith as expressed in the 
confessions of our church as authentic and reliable expositions of what 
Scripture leads us to believe and do, and will you be instructed and led 
by those confessions as you lead the people of God?” 

As I have mentioned before, there is no list enumerating explicitly what 
these essentials of the Reformed faith are exactly, but I am willing to say 
that I think this ancient hymn that Paul uses in his letter to the Philippian 
church expresses something pretty essential; and that is, we follow a 
servant leader and we are to emulate that type of leadership. 

Now, granted, the language of servant or servanthood may be difficult 
for some, or bring up some pretty awful connotations. For some, 
particularly marginalized groups, the phrasing may mirror the trauma of 
slavery and colonialism, making it difficult to view this idea as a 
positive metaphor or framework.  

Beyond that, in our highly individualized society that upholds autonomy 
and power, it is counter-cultural. Servanthood is not a popular image in 
our society. It connotes a lowly position, where people don’t have time 
for their own needs. Some assume that servanthood is a belittling 
position. But this is not how scripture names servanthood. 

Jesus made this point more than once, “Whoever wants to become great 
among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be 
slave of all.” (Mark 10:43–44). 

Perhaps a more lighthearted way to give an example is this: a member of 
a congregation said once, “I can easily summarize what it means to be a 
leader in the church. When I was promoted to the senior management 
team of my firm, I got a parking space with my name on it right by the 
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door. When I became a church elder, I got to leave my car four blocks 
away to free up space in the church parking lot for visitors.” 

From a biblical perspective, true servants can perform any task – not 
because they are worth little or nothing but because they understand 
their own worth in God’s eyes. Jesus served from a place of power, not 
weakness. Paul encourages the church in Philippi to be in humble 
service to one another. 

Next week, we will hear from members of Oak Grove community about 
how Oak Grove helps them use their gifts for others and deepen their 
faith as part of our stewardship season. The theme for this year is 
“together we serve.”  

I want to highlight several principles of servanthood found in scripture. 

First, servanthood means that you serve from a place of fullness. 
Remember Peter whom we first meet in his fishing boat, his nets empty 
despite working all night. When Jesus meets Peter, and before he asks 
Peter to follow him, he asks Peter to go out to deep water and casts his 
nets again. When he does this his nets become so full they almost break. 

Servants who allow God to fill their cup are free to be used for God’s 
purposes. They are secure, solid, and healthy enough to align with 
purposes that are bigger than themselves. They can confidently pursue 
their mission in life and perform those good works God would have 
them do for the kin-dom of God. 

Similarly, a second principle of scriptural servanthood is that servants 
ensure their own needs are met so they can freely focus on the needs of 
others. Jesus always made sure that he was full before pouring himself 
out. He often took time away from people for personal prayer and rest. 
Rest, recreation, and renewing your relationship with God are 
vital.Taking time to make sure your own emotional, physical, and 
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spiritual needs are met ensures that you are able to serve from a place of 
fullness.  

Another principle of biblical servanthood is that when we open our 
hearts to God’s purposes, we become available to move to the places 
where God wants us to be. The Bible is filled with examples of God 
calling ordinary people to extraordinary circumstances or calling people 
to tasks and paths for which they didn’t think they were adequate. These 
paths may not always be obvious. The key to fulfillment is resting in the 
knowledge that you are within God’s purposes even as you search to 
understand what God is doing. The more you are open to God, the more 
you will be able to go where God would have you serve. 

A fourth principle (and this one can be a little difficult) is that following 
God’s leading does not always result in the world’s approval or align 
with what society values. But, what can result, or what will result, is 
your own fulfillment as God’s instrument in the world. Paul says in the 
book of Galatians, “Am I now seeking human approval, or God’s 
approval? Or am I trying to please people? If I were still pleasing 
people, I would not be a servant of Christ.” How the world measure 
success and fulfillment is different than the way in which God measures 
success and fulfillment. 

Finally, a fifth principle of servanthood in scripture is that finding ways 
to use your giftedness in service to God and others is a choice. It’s in 
your hands whether you serve or not. And this is where understanding 
the nature of God-given gifts is important. Not everyone can or should 
do everything. Part of our jobs as servants of God is to discover our gifts 
and then figure out how best to use them in service to others. There are 
specific gifts and skills that God has given each of us for the benefit of 
the world. Some of us may not even recognize our gifts because when 
we use them, they come naturally. It may be something that comes easy 
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to you but would be difficult for someone else. Each of us have gifts – 
and if you have a hard time believing that, or you aren’t entirely sure 
what they may be, I encourage you to talk to me. I have several tools for 
people to help identify their gifts. 

Paul encourages the church to focus upon our originating cause, our 
great mission - to allow Jesus Christ to gather us, to overcome our 
boundaries and divisions and to be one in Jesus Christ by using our gifts 
to serve others. Imagine if we who follow Jesus all did just that… 

Amen. 

 

 
 

i https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/ordinary-26/commentary-on-
philippians-21-13-6 


