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Christ’s Humility and Ours   Phil. 2:1-8   5/26/13 

 Last week we began a 5-week series in Paul’s letter to the 

Philippians.  I challenged the congregation to read through this brief letter 

each week.  How are you doing with that?  If you haven’t started, begin this 

week!  If you have, have you found a favorite verse or passage in 

Philippians?  When you find one, email it to me and let me know what it is!  

I’d really like to know what you’re finding meaningful in this letter of Paul. 

On a Sunday morning not too long ago, I took off my robe and went 

to the Fellowship Hall between services, greeting folks and looking for 

cookies!  I was feeling pretty good because I thought my sermon had gone 

well.  Then one of our members introduced me to a visitor.  She had just 

attended the service where I had preached.  But she said, “Oh, I didn’t 

recognize you.  You looked so much taller in the pulpit!”  (I wasn’t sure how 

to respond to that!)  Sometimes, God allows events into our lives that help 

keep us humble!  Maybe you’ve had moments like that, too!  This morning 

we’re dealing with the virtue of humility. 

 Listen to what Paul has to say about humility in Philippians 2.   

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 
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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 

    and became obedient to the point of death— 

    even death on a cross. 

 Last week we noted how much affection Paul had for the Christians in 

Philippi.  He had founded this church and had followed their spiritual 

development with interest.  He was mostly pleased by what he knew of 

their growth in the faith, but he had one concern that he raised several 

times in the letter.  Some of them were not getting along well with each 

another.  We see it in the fourth chapter where he instructs two particular 

women to stop their fighting and learn to get along.  Later in this chapter he 

exhorts the church to do all things “without murmuring and arguing.”  And in 

the text we just read he instructs them to be “in full accord and of one 

mind.” 
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 There was evidently some measure of discord in this church and it 

grieved Paul deeply.  It’s interesting to me that he doesn’t blame their 

disputes on differences in doctrine or personality conflicts or differing 

visions of the church.  Rather, he follows his admonition to get along with 

each other with teaching about humility.  

 Now we don’t put much emphasis on humility today.  It seems like a 

quaint, out-dated virtue, if we regard it as a virtue at all.  But for most of the 

history of the church, humility has been prized and Christians were deeply 

suspicious of its opposite, pridefulness.  Many of our older hymns reflect 

this point of view.  One of my favorites, “When I Survey the Wondrous 

Cross,” contains the line, “My richest gain I count but loss, and pour 

contempt on all my pride.”  Or the opening line of Amazing Grace- 

“Amazing grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me.”  Not 

many of us think of ourselves as “wretches” now-a-days, do we?   

 Today, due to the tremendous influence of third force psychology with 

its emphasis on self-realization, self-esteem, self-concept, self-

actualization, and self-fulfillment, humility is out of vogue.  We are more 

likely to value always feeling good about ourselves than to value humility.  

On the other hand, we can see the divisive results when people who lack  

humility are part of our families, workplaces, schools, community groups, 

and churches. And no one want to be around someone who is  conceited.  

So what does real humility look like and how do we get it? 
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 First, Paul says, “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit.” (Phil. 

2:3a)  Selfish ambition is a drive to elevate yourself regardless of the cost.  

All of us have met people whose every move is calculated to improve their 

own status or image.  That colleague at work who takes personal credit for 

the ideas of others.  A club member who refuses to take responsibility for 

any kind of failure, blaming others for anything that goes wrong.  A person 

who is driven by selfish ambition is a danger to the harmony of any group 

he or she is part of.  Others feel unappreciated or used or taken advantage 

of.  Trust plummets.  Group unity fragments. 

 Paul continues, “Do nothing out of conceit.”  This speaks directly to 

the issue of pride- an over-estimation of your ability or character or 

potential.  The story is told of a prideful turtle who wanted to spend the 

winter in the South, but he knew he could never walk that far.  He 

convinced a couple of geese to help him.  He asked each of them to take 

one end of a piece of rope, while he clamped his vise-like jaws in the 

center.  The geese took off and flew while he held on to the rope between 

them.  The flight went well until someone on the ground looked up in 

admiration and asked, “Who in the world thought of that?”  Unable to resist 

the chance to take credit, the turtle opened his mouth and shouted, “I did...”  

As the Bible says, “Pride goeth before a fall!” 

 Prideful conceit, like selfish ambition, is corrosive to harmony in a 

group.  Rather, Paul says, Let each of you look not to your own interest, but 
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to the interests of others. (Phil. 2:4)  That kind of approach is increasingly 

rare in our culture, but a few years ago we saw it lived out on a big stage.  

San Diego Chargers star running back LaDainian Tomlinson took a handoff 

from his quarterback and ran for a seven yard gain, ending up in the end 

zone for a touchdown.  What made this significant was that it was the 29th 

touchdown he had scored that season, breaking an all-time NFL record.  It 

was a huge accomplishment!  But what Tomlinson did next was also huge.  

Rather than running around the field, pointing at himself, and dancing in 

celebration, LaDainian Tomlinson beckoned for his offensive line- those 

often anonymous players who cleared the paths for his touchdowns- he 

beckoned for them to join him and share in the glory of the moment.  

Humble people don’t just look out for their own interests; They look out for 

the interests of others. 

 Paul then ups the ante. Let the same mind be in you that was in 

Christ Jesus. (Phil. 2:4) The model for how we ought to think of ourselves is 

seen in the founder of our faith- in Jesus Christ himself.  Paul says that the 

pre-incarnate Jesus held the essence of God.  He had all those divine 

powers like omniscience and omnipotence.  Everywhere he went in 

heaven, he was worshiped and adored by all manner of heavenly beings.  

He enjoyed the closest, most loving relationships imaginable within the 

Trinity.  If anyone ever had the right to hang on to his privileges, it was God 

the Son.  But that’s not what he did.  
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 ...though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God 

as something to be exploited (or grasped), but emptied himself, taking the 

form of a slave, being born in human likeness. (Phil. 2:6-7a)  Jesus set 

aside his heavenly rights and “emptied himself” in order to become a 

limited, finite, vulnerable human being like you and me.  That decision was 

such a momentous one that the whole course of human history was 

changed by it and the world still stops each year to reflect on the magnitude 

of it at Christmas.   

 Paul says that we Christians ought to have that kind of attitude- one 

that sets aside our rights and preferences for the sake of others.  If those 

Philippians had had that kind of attitude, that kind of disposition, their 

problems with disharmony would have disappeared in a hurry!  And Paul 

isn’t finished yet.   And being found in human form, he (Jesus) humbled 

himself and became obedient to the point of death- even death on a cross. 

(Phil. 2:7b-8) 

 Humility is not just a self-sacrificing attitude, it ultimately results in 

simple, humble obedience.  Humility means coming to terms with the fact 

that only God knows what is best for us.  Therefore we surrender our will to 

him, and do what he asks of us.  We let go of that hurt that someone 

caused us.  We stop an illicit sexual relationship.  We ask someone to 

forgive us for something that we have done wrong to them.  We give up 

trying to control the life of someone else.  We refuse to lie or cheat in our 
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work or at school.  We become generous with our time and money.  We 

obey God in all things, even when we know it may be costly for us.  Why?  

Because that’s what Jesus did.  He humbly did what his Father asked of 

him.  And though it was costly, ultimately God triumphed through it. 

 Humility does not mean we are self-loathing people.  As a humble 

man, Jesus did not despise himself.  He knew clearly the talents and 

abilities he had been given.  But he was secure enough in who he was that 

he did not need to lord it over others or constantly pump up his image or 

take credit for the work of others or put down others to make himself look 

good.  He simply lived the life God had given him in faithful obedience to 

his Father. 

 Clearly, this is very hard for us to do!  How do we develop humility?  

In addition to giving us the example of Jesus to look at, Paul gives us 

specific instructions about avoiding selfish ambition and conceit.  In the 

verse we looked at earlier he says this:  Do nothing from selfish ambition or 

conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves. (Phil. 2:3) 

We don’t become humble by comparing ourselves with others.   That’s 

what selfish ambition and conceit are all about.  Here Paul says we are to 

regard others as better than ourselves.  That is a major challenge for most 

of us.  But sometimes God brings something into our lives to remind us that 

we’re not really so important in the grand scheme of things as we think we 

are. 
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 I may have told you this story before, but it affected me deeply, so I’m 

going to tell it again.  A number of years ago I was asked to deliver a brief 

sermon at a worship service for a Sunday School class of mentally-

challenged young adults and their families and friends.  The class led the 

service.  They didn’t have the benefit of my education and experience and 

there were a lot of stops and starts as we made our way through worship.  

The music leader’s arm movements and the tempo of the hymn didn’t 

match.  When the Scripture was read, some members read well, but others 

really struggled and some were almost impossible to understand.  They did 

a drama, “The Sunflower That Went Flop,” which I couldn’t follow or make 

any sense of.  When we took the offering, I remember that one group 

member had to be persuaded to part with the offering plate! 

 But late in the service, I noticed dozens of church members with tears 

in their eyes.  God’s Spirit was clearly at work through those class 

members.  It was a humbling experience to be reminded that God doesn’t 

need me with me my training and experience to break through to the hearts 

of his people.  I’m glad he chooses to use me occasionally- probably for my 

own benefit as much as anything else!  But what God really needs are 

people like those mentally-challenged young adults who often seem to 

have less self-consciousness than the rest of us.  For it’s when we can 

forget about ourselves and focus on God and the needs of others that God 

can fully use us.  And that’s what humility is all about- the recognition that I 
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am not essential to the operation of the universe or to God’s work on this 

planet.  That’s a basic foundation for building an attitude of humility.  And 

humble attitudes have a lot to do with building harmony in the church. 


