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UNITY FOR THE SAKE OF THE GOSPEL: PHILIPPIANS 
Week 5: Christ Our Example of Humility 

 
I. INTRODUCTION, 1:1–11 
II. PAUL’S MISSIONARY REPORT, 1:12–26 
III. A CALL TO SANCTIFICATION, 1:27–2:30 

A. The Duties of Christian Citizenship, 1:27–2:4 
1. Perseverance, 1:27–28 
2. Suffering, 1:29–30 

3. Unity, 2:1–4 
(2:1) Therefore, if you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any 
comfort from his love, if any common sharing with the Spirit, if any tenderness and 
compassion, 

 
Grammatically, vv. 1–4 constitute but one sentence with one main clause, the 
command of v. 2a, “make my joy complete.” That exhortation, “make my joy 
complete,” in v. 2a is based on the fourfold appeal of v. 1. These four incentives are 
stated as a four-part if clause. The conclusion comes in 2a, “make my joy complete.” 
 
Paul begins with a “therefore” in 2:1. “Therefore,” Paul says, “in light of your 
suffering as Christians, a struggle you have in common with me” (1:29–30). The 
four if clauses each describe the kinds of blessing we all enjoy from being in a 
Christian community (“encouragement,” “comfort,” “sharing with the Spirit,” 
“tenderness and compassion”) But only believers experience these as a result of their 
salvation. Though they are if clauses, they are not expressing actual doubt. They are 
assumed to be true.  
 
(2:2) then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being 
one in spirit and of one mind. 

 
Although “make my [joy] complete” is the main verb, it does not in this instance 
convey Paul’s main thought. Paul’s primary emphasis is that the Philippians strive 
for unity and humility. This is spelled out in the subordinate clauses that follow in 
vv. 2b–4. As he did in 1:27 (“that you stand firm in the one Spirit, striving 
together”), Paul again addresses the issue of Philippians’ unity as the one matter that 
concerns him, so he first encourages them to be “like-minded.” The phrases that 
follow, “have the same love, being one in spirit and mind,” explain what it means to 
be “like-minded,” to be united. 
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(2:3) Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value 
others above yourselves, 

 
Verses 3 and 4 expand upon the idea of unity conveyed in v. 2. Each verse begins 
with a negative clause that is followed by a positive clause introduced with “rather” 
or “but” (same word in Greek). Paul’s main concern here is indicated by the term 
“humility.” The kind of thinking Paul wants for the Philippians is a humble-
mindedness. Humility is a uniquely Christian virtue. 
 
Paul, in effect, defines humility in this context by its opposition to such expressions 
as “selfish ambition” and “looking to your own interests” (2:4). 
 
(2:4) not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests of the others. 

 
This verse clarifies v. 3. This is how one considers the other person as more 
important than oneself, by not looking out for oneself, but especially the needs of 
others. Most of the time the major obstacle to unity is often not the presence of 
legitimate differences of opinion but self-centeredness. 
 

B. Christ as a Model of Christian Humility, 2:5–11 
This section is closely tied to the previous section (1:27–2:4). There Paul indicated that 
the opposition being experienced by the Philippians calls for steadfastness, perseverance. 
However, steadfastness is difficult without spiritual unity, and if unity can come about 
only from an attitude of humility, then it is important to reinforce the critical importance 
of humility in the hearts of the Philippian believers. And what better way to reinforce 
this thought than by reminding them of the attitude and conduct of Christ to whom they 
are united by faith. When admonishing the Corinthians to contribute generously for the 
sake of the poor in Jerusalem, Paul set before them the example of Christ: “though he 
was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might 
become rich” (2 Cor 8:9). Similarly, here Paul appeals to the spirit of servanthood that 
brought Jesus to his death. 
 
1. Paul’s exhortation, 2:5 
 

(2:5) In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus: 

 
The verses that follow will describe Christ as the great example of the kind of 
humble attitude Paul wants the Philippians to emulate. 
 

2. Christ’s humiliation, 2:6–8s 
 

Verses 6–11 can be divided into two parts: vv. 6–8, Christ’s humiliation, and vv. 9–
11, Christ’s exaltation. Verses 6–8 have two sentences, controlled by the two main 
verbs accompanied by the reflexive pronoun (“himself”): v. 7—“he made himself 
nothing”; v. 8—“he humbled himself.” The basic thought in vv. 6–8 is that the 
divine and preexistent Christ (logos) did not regard the advantage of his deity as a 
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reason to avoid the Incarnation. Instead, he was willing to regard himself as nothing 
by taking on human form. Then, he further lowered himself in servanthood by 
obeying God to the point of the humiliating death of the cross. 
 
a. The initial statement, 2:6a 
 

(2:6a) Who, being in very nature God, 
 

Paul trying to explain what could not be observed but can to be believed about 
Christ’s prior existence as God. Jesus possessed whatever qualities or attributes 
necessary to make him God. Jesus Christ possessed everything that was essential 
to being God. He was truly God. 
 

b. Christ’s voluntary act of humiliation negatively stated, 2:6b 
 

(2:6b) did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own 
advantage; 
 
Since one cannot take advantage of something one does not already have, this 
language argues for the deity of Christ. In other words, in order to use “equality 
with God” for one’s “own advantage,” one must the actually possess “equality 
with God.” 
 

c. Christ’s voluntary act of humiliation positively stated, 2:7–8 
 

(2:7) rather, he made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being 
made in human likeness. 

 
As God, our Lord made himself nothing by taking the nature of a servant and by 
being born like other human beings. He did not exchange the nature of God for 
the nature of a servant, but manifested the nature of God in the nature of a 
servant. The word “servant” is actually the Greek word doulos, “slave.” 
 
The next two participle phrases (“taking the very nature of a servant” and “being 
made in human likeness”) are designed to indicate the manner, the way in which 
Christ made himself nothing—how he did it. The phrase “taking the very nature 
of a servant” is expanded and explained by “being made in the human likeness.” 
The first phrase stresses Christ’s attitude of servanthood, but the latter phrase 
simply reminds us that he gave expression to that attitude of servanthood by 
becoming a man.  
 
The word “likeness” (“made in human likeness”), as well as the word 
“appearance” in 2:8, is used primarily because Paul wants us to understand that 
in becoming human Christ did not cease to be divine. These words (“likeness,” 
“appearance” allow for the idea that though Christ is similar to our humanity in 
some respects, he is also dissimilar in others. The similarity with us lies with his 
true humanity. In his incarnation he was “like” in the sense of “the same as.” The 
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dissimilarity with us is what Paul talks about in Romans 8:3, that God sent “his 
own Son in the likeness [same word] of sinful flesh.” His human nature was not 
sinful, like us, and at the same time he never ceased in his humanity to being 
“equal with God.” 
 
(2:8) And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself by becoming 
obedient to death—even death on a cross! 

 
Paul picks up the reality of the Incarnation and spells out how Christ behaved 
while in the form of a servant. Having fully identified himself with humanity in 
his incarnation, Christ humbled himself by becoming obedient to the utmost 
limit—even to death. 
 
Just as the phrase in v. 7, “taking the very nature of a servant,” is expanded and 
explained by the next phrase, “being made in human likeness,” so here in v. 8 the 
phrase “becoming obedient to death” is expanded upon by the next phrase, “even 
death on a cross,” indicating what kind of death Jesus suffered. “Even death on a 
cross” emphasizes the extent and depth of Jesus humiliation, because death by 
crucifixion was considered by the Romans to be the most degrading penalty. 
 

3. Christ’s exaltation, 2:9–11 
 

(2:9) Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is 
above every name, 

 
God the Father is now presented as decisively intervening and acting on his Son’s 
behalf. Jesus’s self-humbling reached the absolute depths in his most shameful death 
on a cross (v. 8). But now, by way of vindication and approval of Jesus’s self-
humbling, the Father has magnificently exalted his Son to the highest station and 
graciously bestowed on him the name above all other names, that is, his own name, 
Lord (=Yahweh), along with all that gives substance and meaning to the name. 
 
What “name” did the Father give to his Son. In light of the next verse, “that at the 
name of Jesus every knee should bow,” we might think that it is name “Jesus.” But 
because of the chronological sequence presented in this passage, the giving of “the 
name” must have taken place after the Cross. Since the giving of this name came 
after the cross, we can rule out the identity of the name in view here as being 
“Jesus,” since he was given this name at his birth (“But after he had considered this, 
an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, ‘Joseph son of David, do 
not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is 
from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name 
Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins,’” Matt 1:20–21). A more 
likely identification of “the name” is “Lord,” the equivalent many times of the Old 
Testament “Yahweh.” This is supported by the thought of v. 11 (“and every tongue 
acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father”). 
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(2:10) that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and 
under the earth, (2:11) and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to 
the glory of God the Father. 

 
The purpose of Christ’s exaltation is that all beings might bow in acknowledgment 
of the name of Jesus and confess that Jesus Christ is the Lord. Because v. 10 
indicates that it is “at the name of Jesus every knee should bow,” it might appear that 
the name given in v. 9 is “Jesus,” instead of Lord, as I argued. The solution to this 
difficulty is to recognize that as a result of God’s exaltation, the man Jesus comes to 
be acclaimed as Lord; and so, at the name of Jesus, who is in fact Lord, every knee 
shall bow. Isaiah 45:18–25, which speaks of Yahweh, is here applied to Jesus. 
 

For this is what the LORD says—he who created the heavens, he is God; he who 
fashioned and made the earth, he founded it; he did not create it to be empty, but 
formed it to be inhabited—he says: “I am the LORD, and there is no other. I have 
not spoken in secret, from somewhere in a land of darkness; I have not said to 
Jacob’s descendants, ‘Seek me in vain.’ I, the LORD, speak the truth; I declare 
what is right. Gather together and come; assemble, you fugitives from the 
nations. Ignorant are those who carry about idols of wood, who pray to gods 
that cannot save. Declare what is to be, present it—let them take counsel 
together. Who foretold this long ago, who declared it from the distant past? Was 
it not I, the LORD? And there is no God apart from me, a righteous God and a 
Savior; there is none but me. Turn to me and be saved, all you ends of the earth; 
for I am God, and there is no other. By myself I have sworn, my mouth has 
uttered in all integrity a word that will not be revoked: Before me every knee 
will bow; by me every tongue will swear. They will say of me, ‘In the LORD 
alone are deliverance and strength.’” All who have raged against him will come 
to him and be put to shame. But all the descendants of Israel will find 
deliverance in the LORD and will make their boast in him. 

 
Since it is generally rational beings who would be thought of as offering homage and 
making confession (“acknowledge,” v. 11), these would probably include angels “in 
heaven,” people “on earth,” and the dead “under the earth,” that is, in Sheol. 
 
Submission will be expressed not only by bending the knee, but also by verbal 
confession. Even those responsible for the suffering of the Philippians, who now 
proclaim that “Caesar is lord,” will one day acknowledge that the “Lord” is in reality 
Jesus, whom the Roman crucified. Paul does not imply by this some sort of universal 
salvation, but he simply means that every personal being will ultimately 
acknowledge Christ’s lordship. 
 
Paul concludes with a doxology, “to the glory of God the Father.” Recognition of 
Christ’s lordship fulfills the purpose of the Father and so brings glory to God. 


