
“Humility and the Christian Life” 
Philippians 2:1-11 

Our study of the big story of Scripture brings us to a very familiar passage from Paul’s 

letter to the Philippian church.  A couple of weeks back, Quentin Self did a tremendous 

job establishing the background of Philippians in his message from Acts 16.  If you 

remember, Paul and Silas went to Philippi on his second missionary journey in response 

to a vision he had received from the Lord of a Macedonian man pleading with him to 

come over and help.  Philippi was the most strategic city in Macedonia.  It was located 

some nine miles off the coast of the Aegean Sea, and as such, it served as a flourishing 

Roman colony.  When Paul arrived there, he didn’t find a synagogue.  On the Sabbath, 

he and his small group met by the riverside where they found some worshipers who had 

gathered for prayer.  A woman named Lydia was converted and baptized.  And in 

gratitude of what the Lord had done in her life, she opened up her home and thus the 

Philippian church was born.  It was not without opposition, however.  Paul and Silas 

were imprisoned, yet this too served to advance the gospel. 

Fast forward some ten years later, and Paul is writing this letter of correspondence to 

the church while imprisoned in Rome.  He is writing to the church in order to thank them 

for a gift that they had sent to his aid.  Despite his situation, what he writes here 

overflows with joy and thanksgiving.  Even though Philippians is very brief, it is one of 

the most encouraging letters of the New Testament. 

The theme of this small book is ‘joy’ in Christ, a word that shows up some 14 times.  

Even though he was in chains, Paul’s life was filled with the joy of Christ.  The secret of 

his joy was his relationship with Jesus.  One commentator has even pointed out how 

Philippians both begins and ends with Jesus—His name is in the very first verse as well 

as the last.  In fact, within these four chapters, Paul mentions the Lord’s name a total of 

40 times, 17 of which are found in the first chapter alone.  Jesus people are joyful 

people! 

Paul begins the book by simply referring to himself as a servant of Christ.  The word he 

uses in 1:1 is a word that speaks of a common slave.  Paul viewed everything in his life 



through the lens of his slavery to Jesus Christ.  For him, the term ‘servant’ was a title of 

both honor and humility.   

There is no greater position or posture in life than to be a humble servant of God.  In a 

day where everyone wants to be a sensation, you and I will do well to remember that 

we've been saved to be servants. 

And strange as it may seem, Paul tells us here in chapter 2 that humble servanthood is 

the way that God’s Son came and identified Himself with us.  What we find in 2:1-11 is 

perhaps the most important passage on humility as it is to be demonstrated in the 

Christian life. 

It is important that we understand what is meant by that word—humility.  The humble 

person is not someone who thinks less of himself or sees himself as inferior.  It is not 

being the doormat for someone else to walk upon.  A person can have very low self 

esteem and not truly be humble.  The person who makes it his aim to please everyone 

may be just as proud as the one who wants everyone to please himself. 

Instead of thinking less of oneself, humility is thinking of oneself less.  Humility 

recognizes one’s need for grace.  It is the attitude of the poor in spirit who see God.  It is 

the posture of the meek who inherit the earth. 

What the Bible defines as humility goes against everything we feel and are tempted by 

the world to embrace.  And according to what Paul says in this passage, true humility 

involves at least three essential elements—it is based upon the life that Christ gives, it is 

patterned after the example that Christ sets, and it anticipates the worship that Christ 

receives. 

1.  Based upon the LIFE that Christ gives (2:1-4) 

Before Paul calls upon these Philippian believers to be selfless in their relationship with 

each other, he appeals to them on the basis of their common life in Christ.  The way that 

they relate to one another is based upon their walk with Jesus.  You will notice that he 

mentions both the motivation and the expression of humility. 



The Motivation for Humility 

Within verses 1-2, there is only one imperative.  Paul says in verse 2, “Complete my 

joy.”  The incentive he gives is in verse 1.  He says ‘if’ there is any encouragement in 

Christ, comfort from love, participation in the Spirit, affection and sympathy.   

The word ‘if’ is not meant to imply uncertainty.  Instead, the idea is that the things he 

mentions are assumed to be true.  It implies a logical relationship.  In other words, he is 

saying, “Since this is true, then this should be the result.”  All that we are and have in 

Christ should motivate us to live with a selfless attitude toward others.  Notice he 

mentions four motivations in verse 1: 

• Encouragement in Christ 

1a—So if there is any encouragement in Christ, 

Some translations use the word ‘consolation;’ the word is ‘paraklesis’ in the Greek text 

and literally means to come alongside someone.  It means to give assistance by offering 

comfort or counsel.  It describes the kind of help that is illustrated by the Good 

Samaritan in Luke 10. 

The word is closely related to ‘parakleton’ which is used to refer to the Holy Spirit in 

John 14.  The idea is that the divine influence of Christ’s presence in my life should 

compel me to live selflessly toward others. 

• Comfort from love 

1b—any comfort from love, 

The word used here has the literal meaning of speaking closely with someone for the 

purpose of supplying comfort and solace.  It involves a close relationship that is marked 

by a helpful attitude and genuine love.  The same word is used in 1 Thessalonians 5:14 

where we are instructed to ‘comfort’ the fainthearted.  The idea is that because Christ’s 

love for us brings comfort to our soul, we too should seek out ways to show love to 

others and bring them comfort.  



• Participation in the Spirit 

1c—any participation in the Spirit, 

The word ‘koinonia’ is used here and describes the intimate fellowship we have with 

God’s Spirit as believers.  Paul appeals to the fellowship believers have in the Spirit as 

the grounds for unity and service in the body of Christ. 

The Holy Spirit indwells each member of Christ’s body.  He joins us all together as one 

body.  This, then, becomes the common denominator.  And no matter how great the 

diversity within the church, there should always be unity in the church.  This is produced 

by the Holy Spirit who lives within each one of us. 

• Affection and sympathy 

1d—any affection and sympathy, 

This speaks of tender and heartfelt compassion, both of which characterize the attitude 

of Jesus.  The word that is translated as ‘affection’ is a term that refers to the bowels or 

inner organs of a person.   

The word was a euphemism to describe the ‘core’ of a person’s being.  In English, we 

would say, “I love you with all my heart!”  Well, the Greeks would say, “I love you with all 

my bowels!”  (Try putting that one on a Hallmark greeting card…) 

All of these qualities mentioned in verse 1 are afforded believers in Christ, and as such, 

they serve as sufficient incentives to live with selfless humility in relation to others. 

William Hendrickson—“The main thrust of what the apostle is saying is this: If then 

you receive any help or encouragement or comfort from your vital union with Christ, and 

if the love of Christ toward you does at all provide you with an incentive for action; if, 

moreover, you are at all rejoicing in the marvelous Spirit-fellowship and if you have any 

experience of the tender mercy and compassion of Christ, then prove your gratitude for 

all this by loving your brothers and sisters at home.”  

The Expression of Humility 



If all of these mentioned in verse 1 serve as incentives, how does Paul call on the 

Philippians to ‘complete’ his joy?  Look again at what he says in verses 2-4: 

2—complete my joy by being of the same mind, having the same love, being in full 

accord and of one mind. 

Harmony; Same mind, same love, full accord, one mind 

3—Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more 

significant than yourselves. 

Humility thinks of others before it thinks of itself.  It considers others more ‘significant’ or 

important; the word means to hold others up above oneself. 

4—Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others. 

The idea is that of a helpful attitude.  Rather than being self seeking and self absorbed, I 

am concerned with looking out for the interests of my brother or my sister. 

Imagine how much different the local church would be if each one of us were motivated 

by the love of Christ, so much so, that we thought of others as being more significant 

than ourselves?  I can tell you that 99% of the problems we deal with would be 

eliminated then and there. 

Paul is saying that this is what church ought to be.  Because of the indwelling life of God 

in me, I renounce my self-interests and consider you more significant than myself.  This 

is the kind of humility that is based on the life that Christ gives. 

Humility involves a second essential element: 

2.  Patterned after the EXAMPLE that Christ sets (2:5-8) 

Humility in my life as a Christian is not only based upon the life that Christ has given 

me; it is also patterned after and it emulates Christ’s own example. 

5—Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 



The word ‘mind’ refers to attitude or disposition.  The mind of Christ is the attitude or 

persona of Christ.  What follows is primarily intended to motivate Christians to live like 

Christ.  By the way, we should remember that the Christian life is not so much an 

imitation as it is a participation.  Christianity is Christ in me!  Have this attitude, which is 

yours in Christ Jesus.  This is my inheritance. 

Within these familiar verses (which many believe to have been an early hymn) Paul 

describes the humility of Christ Himself as demonstrated through His incarnation.  The 

word ‘incarnation’ refers to how God became man and dwelt among us.  This is what we 

celebrate this time of year.  Christmas is about the incarnation of the Son.   

This is one of the most theologically rich passages in all of Scripture.  Within it, Paul 

describes the life of Christ both before and after His incarnation and death on the cross. 

He relinquished His privileges 

6—who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be 

grasped, 

Prior to His incarnation, before the the fully divine Son of God took on a fully human 

nature, He existed in eternity with God the Father and God the Holy Spirit.  When Paul 

says “though he was in the form of God,” it means He had an outward appearance 

consistent with what is true; the form perfectly expresses the inner reality. 

It means that before coming to earth, the Son was fully God, and this is a claim that 

Jesus Himself made on a number of occasions.  Consider: 

John 17:5—“And now, Father, glorify me in your own presence with the glory that 
I had with you before the world existed.” 

This is the claim that John made: 

John 1:1—“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God.” 



Hebrews 1:3—“He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his 
nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power.” 

Though the Son was fully God, verse 6 says He did not count equality with God a thing 

to be grasped.  That phrase ‘thing to be grasped’ translates a Greek noun that is used 

only this one time in the New Testament. 

The word is ‘harpagmos;’ when used outside of the New Testament, it was used in 

negative contexts to refer to the act of robbery or seizing something.  When used in 

positive contexts, it could mean something like a great benefit or a favorable position, 

not unlike the glory or honor a prince might have by being the son of a king. 

When understood in this way, the statement that Christ did not regard equality with God 

to be a ‘harpagmos’ or a thing to be grasped, it means that even though as the eternal 

Son, all glory, honor, and power are clearly His—He did not exploit it for His own 

personal advantage. 

The idea is that though He could have held on to the heavenly glory He had with the 

Father from eternity past, and had every right to do so—He didn’t.  Instead, He willingly 

laid it aside and became one of us.  Paul says: 

7a—but emptied himself, 

This doesn’t mean that He ceased to be God when He became a Man.  It means that 

He voluntarily acted with an attitude of selfless humility rather than one of self-asserting 

superiority.  That He ‘emptied’ Himself does not mean that gave up His deity or divine 

attributes.  Rather, it means that He veiled them.  It means that He gave up the right to 

use them in situations that would have been to His advantage. 

Theologians refer to this as the ‘kenosis’ of Christ. 

Scott Horrell—“The kenosis (or emptying) of Christ, then, likely refers to the Son of 

God’s voluntary humiliation involved in adding a fully human (and therefore finite) nature 

to His divine, infinite nature and submitting to the suffering and death inherent in that 



act.  This ultimate humility is figuratively called His ‘self-emptying.’  We mere mortals are 

to follow suit and empty ourselves for others.”  

I’m sure you have heard or used the expression, “So-and-so sure is full of himself!”  It is 

an expression we use to refer to a person who is acting proudly or arrogantly or is 

condescending toward others.  Paul’s point here is that Jesus Christ, even though all 

the fullness of the Godhead dwelt in Him in bodily form, He was not ‘full’ of himself.  He 

didn’t go around strutting His stuff.  He knew nothing of the chest thumping that parades 

itself in the form of human pride.  In total and selfless humility, He veiled the glory that 

was rightfully His.  He relinquished His privileges. 

He embraced true servanthood 

7b—but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of 

men. 

Even though He was in the form of God, He took on the form of a servant by being born 

in the likeness of men.  The God who had existed in eternity and had lived in 

unapproachable light made His grand entrance into our world through a tiny embryo 

supernaturally conceived in the dark womb of a virgin.  In human form, He was in 

gestation for nine months just like every other baby before he or she is born.  He chose 

to make His birthplace a crude stable, with a manger for His bed, surrounded by all the 

sights and smells of such a place. 

While Cesar Augustus was warm and cozy in his imperial palace, the One who had 

dwelt in unapproachable light was crying out in the darkness, nursing from the breast of 

one of His own creatures.  Christmas is humiliating.  This is what Paul is getting at when 

he says that Christ was born in the likeness of men.  He became one of us. 

He submitted to the Father’s plan 

8a—And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient… 

Every waking moment of His life on earth, the Son was in perfect obedience to the 

Father.  The One who had been served by untold myriads of angels long before creation 



entered our fallen, sin-cursed world not to be served, but to serve and give His life a 

ransom for many.   

While His disciples would argue among themselves about who was the greatest, He 

wrapped Himself with a towel, took a basin of water, got down on His hands and feet, 

and washed their filthy feet.  While men and women like us like to pride themselves over 

our empires of dirt, the very One who is the subject of all praise in the universe 

submitted to the Father’s plan and served others. 

He sacrificed His own life 

8b—And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the 

point of death, even death on a cross. 

His selfless humility and obedient submission to the Father was to the point of death, 

even death on a cross.  

Chuck Swindoll—“Though encompassed by an angelic chorus of perpetual praise, the 

Son unselfishly came to dwell among those who would curse and abuse Him.  Though 

enwrapped in the radiant light of His own divine glory, God the Son put a veil of flesh 

over His glory—not diminishing it or extinguishing it, but concealing it—all on behalf of a 

cold, dark world that sought to plunge Him into the shadow of death.”  

What selfless humility, that the Son of God would become obedient to the point of 

death, even death on a cross! 

The point of all of this is well made—How can I, as a a follower of this Christ, ever insist 

on having my own way?  How can I live such a self-absorbed, self-promoting, self-

centered life with such a supreme example of selfless humility as this?  The gospel sets 

me free from the prison of my own praise and empowers me to live a life for the glory of 

God and the value of others. 

3.  Anticipates the WORSHIP that Christ receives (2:9-11) 



Humility is based upon the life that Christ gives, and it patterns itself after the example 

that Christ sets.  Notice last that it anticipates the worship that Christ receives.  Selfless 

humility brings great glory to God. 

The plan of God was such that Christ left His eternal home in glory, empty Himself by 

veiling His divine attributes  by taking on a humanity like ours, and serve by subjecting 

Himself to pain, suffering, and death on a cross for our sins.  But once that debt was 

paid and the mission was accomplished, the Son was raised to life and once more 

elevated to the place of supreme honor and glory. 

He is given an exalted name 

9—Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above 

every name, 

Through His incarnation, death, resurrection, and exaltation Jesus Christ is the very 

definition of greatness.  God has bestowed upon Him the name of highest significance 

and honor.  There is no one greater, no one higher. 

He possesses an elevated honor 

10—so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and 

under the earth, 

The honor and praise of the universe belongs to Him.  All glory goes to Him.  Ephesians 

3:21 says to Him be glory in the church.  Not to me, not to you, but to Him!  As His 

disciple, I want my life to simply be a platform for His glory to be on display, for His 

name to be made much of.  Because it is at His name that every knee will bow—from 

the most devoted saint to the most avowed skeptic, from every angel in heaven above, 

to every human being who has ever drawn breath, and to every single demon in hell 

below—all will one day bow before Him. 

He occupies an eternal throne 

11—and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 



The word ‘confess’ means to make a public and open declaration.  Every person, no 

matter their language, will declare that Jesus is Lord.  Confessing Jesus as Lord is the 

essence of the gospel, and salvation belongs to the one who bows to Him and 

confesses Him now as their Savior and Lord. 

Conclusion: 

Paul’s point here in Philippians has great personal application for us.  The Son of God 

Himself, who had every right to remain enthroned in glory, left His estate by humbling 

Himself and coming all the way down to where we were.  Since this is true, why would 

any one of us—who have no right to exalt ourselves above anyone else—think that we 

could do otherwise?  Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus.  

To do that, we must remember three principles: 

• The way up is the way down 

Everything around us today tells us the opposite.  The world screams that life is all 

about my rights, my desires, and my time.  Visit any book store and see just how large 

the self-help section is.  Everybody wants to be somebody, and now through the use of 

social media, we all have our own platform to fame.  But the grace of God in Christ frees 

me from the tyranny of the self-life. 

• Selfless humility is the way to true and lasting joy 

Ask anyone the question, “What does it mean to live a truly great life?”  You'll find plenty 

of answers.  Some view greatness as a matter of what a person achieves.  Others 

define greatness as living up to your full potential.  The world’s way to greatness is to 

fight and claw your way to the top of the ladder, no matter how many people you have to 

climb over to get there.  God’s way to true greatness is the road less traveled, for it 

takes us the way down.  The secret to a great life of joy is selfless humility. 

Jesus taught His disciples a descent into greatness.  

Matthew 20:26-28—“But whoever would be great among you must be your 
servant, and whoever would be first among you must be your slave, even as the 



Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom 
for many.” 

Go back up to verses 3-4 and personalize these verses by substituting the word ‘others’ 

with the name of someone you may be at odds with right now.  Go ahead and do it. 

“Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count [name] more 

significant than yourselves.” 

“Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of [name].” 

This is the way of Christ, and it is the secret to a true and lasting joy, brothers and 

sisters. 

• Humiliation now leads to exaltation later 

We learn from Christ’s own example that selfless humility now ultimately leads future 

reward.  Before the crown comes the cross!  The Christian life is an upside down 

backwards and opposite way of life.  A selfless life lived for others involves sacrifice, but 

in the end, it leads to glory. 

1 Peter 5:6—“Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so 
that at the proper time he may exalt you.” 

If you are a Christian, remember that no servant is greater than his master.  Trying to 

live for yourself while at the same time trying to live for Jesus will only lead to bitter 

frustration.  The Christian life involves dying to self and surrendering to the Spirit of 

Christ who lives within.  While maybe you have been waiting for your 15 minutes of 

fame, perhaps it is time for you to begin your descent.   

Joy comes through knowing Jesus and serving others. 

If you are not a Christian, stop and consider the steep price that Jesus paid in order to 

save you from your sin and your self.  Confess Him now as Savior and Lord!  Enter into 

true joy, the kind of joy that comes only from knowing Christ and serving others. 


