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Philippians 2:1-13 

 

Today we are parting from Matthew to hear Paul’s words to the church in Philippi.  Paul 

is writing from prison to encourage them in their lives, to focus their life on Christ, to 

pattern their way of living after Jesus, a life of humility that draws one closer to their 

creator and to one another in community.  Hear his words to them and to us this day 

from Philippians, Chapter 2, verses 1 through 13.  

If then there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in 

the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, 2 make my joy complete: be of the same 

mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. 3 Do nothing from 

selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. 4 Let 

each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. 5 Let the same 

mind be in you that was[a] in Christ Jesus, 

6 who, though he was in the form of God, 

    did not regard equality with God 

    as something to be exploited, 

7 but emptied himself, 

    taking the form of a slave, 

    being born in human likeness. 

And being found in human form, 

8     he humbled himself 
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    and became obedient to the point of death— 

    even death on a cross. 

9 Therefore God also highly exalted him 

    and gave him the name 

    that is above every name, 

10 so that at the name of Jesus 

    every knee should bend, 

    in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

11 and every tongue should confess 

    that Jesus Christ is Lord, 

    to the glory of God the Father. 

12 Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only in my presence, 

but much more now in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and 

trembling; 13 for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for 

God’s good pleasure. 

This is the word of God for the people of God…thanks be to God.  

Paul begins this chapter stating the things that seem to be going well in Philippi. The 

NRSV translation uses “If, then” making it sound like a thesis statement but the Greek 

more closely aligns with “therefore” giving the reader indication that these things already 

exist in the community.  There is encouragement, there is love, there is a shared 

understanding of the spirit, there is compassion and there is sympathy.  There are good 

things happening in Philippi yet he also says there is need to make their minds as one. 
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We know there was a conflict happening that he addresses in a later chapter but we do  

not know if that is the conflict he has in mind in this chapter or not.  Whatever it is, there 

is something in the community that is keeping them from living fully into the community 

God intends for them. He then goes on to exhort them to the life in Christ, the life that 

does not impersonate but imitates the one to be followed, an embodiment of Christ that 

removes the self from priority, and makes the whole, the community, the priority.  It is an 

act of humbling oneself for the good of the whole. 

Paul might as well be talking to us today in 2020 in the middle of a pandemic with 

our collective consciousness being risen to a little above non-existent by the social 

unrest in our country, as we strive fervently to live as closely to the example of Jesus 

Christ as possible while at the same time being pulled in various directions, being sold 

various truths and holding tight to our own self-intersts. We clearly have not taken 

Paul’s words to heart in the past 2000 years, at least not collectively. Hear his words to 

us again:    

“Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than 

yourselves. 4 Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of 

others. 5 Let the same mind be in you that was[a] in Christ Jesus.” 

We have had ample opportunity to practice this idea of emptying oneself for the 

greater good in the past 7 months. We have been asked to do things that have made us 

uncomfortable, we have been asked to examine our minds and our intentions in ways 

that we have long ignored, we have been asked more directly than ever to consider the 

interests of others over our own. How has our humility reigned over self-interest? How 

has our desire for unity in the body of Christ diminished our self-interest? The Rev. Dr. 
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Troy Troftgruben reminds us: “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.”1 Humility leads to unity.  

Over the past four weeks we have been in the season of peace, a time to wrestle 

with what peace looks like in various aspects of life.  Today we examine holistic peace, 

a peace that is all encompassing and cannot be compartmentalized into various aspects 

of life but instead consumes life, consumes our own egos and our own self-interests 

bringing forth unity and humility found in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ 

which Paul elevates in the use of the Christ hymn as he implores his friends in Philippi 

to do the same.  

But, unity and humility are difficult. They require a consideration of other that has 

been beat out of us by our culture, and it requires not having an enemy, seeing Christ 

truly in all.  

We are quick to rally around a common enemy whether it is cancer or a way of 

life that seems contradictory to our own, we can villainize it quickly and rally others to 

join us in the cause. The unity of which Jesus shows us through his life is not one of a 

common enemy that leads to division and violence, but a way of existing in the world 

that leads to communal unity based on humility, a way of being in the world that leads to 

wholistic peace, peace within, peace in community, peace in relationships. Yes, it 

sounds strange because it is not what we first think of as the way to foster unity. It is 

hopeful, life-giving, open, and loving. It is the way of Jesus Christ. A common enemy is 

not only unnecessary, it goes against God’s very intentions.  

 
1 Troftgruben, Troy, workingpreacher.org, October 1, 2017. 
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The unity we are called to find in Christian community is unity in our diversity, 

unity in expansive inclusion that goes against societal calls to division, not only going 

against them but transcending above any creation of division that is not in honor of God. 

If any of us are compelled to action out of hate, we are not compelled by God or by the 

life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Hate stands in direct contrast with a God 

who creates and in direct contrast with the life lived by Jesus that is humble and 

serving. Rev. Dr. Troftgruben poses: “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.”2 

Paul says Christ was embodied as a slave, that is as a human. Take out of your 

mind any form of slavery we have come to know as humans and hear those words 

again. Taking the form of the slave, in human likeness. God in human form is 

enslavement.  

In Christ’s embodiment as a slave, as a human being, we have reflected back to 

us our own enslavement to all that separates us from God. Jesus, at any moment could 

have allowed himself to be separated from God, to be led by his own will, his own ideas 

and self-interest, and allowed God’s will to fall to the wayside, he could have sinned, but 

even in his enslavement to the human form he is not separated from God. Because he 

is focused on a unity that does not allow self-interest to prevail.  

Paul calls us to work out our salvation with fear and trembling. This is not a call to 

ensuring individual salvation that we see lifted high in much of our culture today, this is 

 
2 Troftgruben, Troy, workingpreacher.org, October 1, 2017.  
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a call to life that is lived differently because of the salvation offered by God. If we accept 

that Jesus is the embodiment of God, and that Christ now dwells in each of us, that we 

are bearers of the Christ, what we might even call the Holy Spirit, then we are 

compelled to live life that is patterned after Christ, our salvation is worked out in 

response to the gratitude we have for a creator who offers us more than we would 

accept for ourselves. We tend toward the enslavement of self, rather than the liberation 

found in living out God’s will.  

When I was about 10 years old my parents took me to Universal Studios and one 

of the behind the scenes tours is of a movie lot where an earthquake happens. When 

you enter the space they ask for volunteers. They have everything set in place, they just 

need the actors. You think you know me now but if you knew me then you would know I 

was always the first to want to be involved in these sort of volunteer scenes: I had 

previously had a snake placed around my neck at a reptile show and been slimed on a 

nickelodeon game show, this was just adding to my repertoire and I was all in. All I had 

to do was stand in one place and look scared as the scene began to unfold. And, it did. I 

think we even bought the photograph that was taken showing me hunched down and 

afraid as the boxes started to rattle and the larger tanker slid down the sound stage.  

In a very simplified form, this is an example of what Paul means when he tells us 

to work out our salvation with fear and trembling. God has set the stage, God has 

created a world, and we are asked to play a part, to volunteer our lives for God’s vision 

of the world. We enter the scene, each human being, each living creature, at a different 

time and place, and we begin to act, sometimes with intention and sometimes 

haphazardly, and as we mature, as we age and gain wisdom hopefully, we begin to live 
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more intentionally toward the roles God has made for us, each different, each important, 

each with our own set of gifts. This relationship is not passive, it requires movement, 

action, it requires a commitment to live beyond oneself to be in agreement that one’s life 

is about more than the self, to approach each day, sometimes each moment with the 

humility realizing the point is that we are a part of God’s story, not that God is a part of 

our story.  

These days feel overwhelming in large part. They easily have us retreating to our 

own corners, forgetting our commitments to one another and to God, our commitments 

to lives that embody Christ. But, we cannot allow the chaos and division that is playing 

out around us be what defines us. We must find our unity in Christ, we must choose day 

after day, and some days minute by minute, to see Christ in all, and acknowledge God’s 

presence through the best and the worst, humbling ourselves to the human beings we 

are, allowing ourselves to be used by God for God’s glory.  

Whether it is an earthquake movie set, a pandemic, or any number of other 

things we are people who claim faith in a creator that is larger, grander, more purposeful 

than us, and we are invited to work out that faith in our daily lives, to live it with humility 

and in unity with one another, especially on the days when it’s most difficult. We are all 

individual actors but our actions impact one another by God’s design.  

For God is at work in us.  Maybe we so desire to live out Christ’s presence within 

us that we consider others before ourselves and work toward wholeness not for 

ourselves but for all of creation so that all of God’s good works are at peace, so that 

peace reaches beyond just ourselves, beyond our immediate relationships, beyond our 

immediate community, and stretches to encompass the entire world, in every facet.  
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And, then we will see God’s kingdom brought to earth in its fullest all for God’s good 

pleasure!  May it be so.   


