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There was a storm brewing in Philippi and Paul was trapped behind bars with 
nothing to do about it but pick up his pen and write a letter.  “Let the same mind 
be in you that was in Christ Jesus,” Paul writes from prison to the church in 
Philippi.  Now the issue in Philippi was not as serious as issues in other places 
where Paul writes, Corinth for example.  But what Paul knew was that if the 
issues did not get resolved the church would not survive and the Christian faith 
would be extinguished.  What we need to know about this letter is that it was a 
marker of the transition of the gospel from farmlands and countryside to the 
urban centers and mainstream of life.  The church Paul was addressing was trying 
to figure out what it meant to be a Christian when the dominant culture was 
anything but.  Philippi was a status conscious city in the Roman East.  It was a 
city of ethnic, religious, and economic diversity.  In Philippi, Caesar Augustus was 
praised as “savior” and “lord”.  The claims that Jesus was Lord were a direct 
threat to the powers that be.  And so the growing church, which would have 
reflected the diversity of the city, was having trouble internally and externally.  
The trouble, it seems, came primarily from the Philippians being too influenced 
by their surroundings and not influenced enough by Christ’s example.   
 
Hear what Paul writes to them about how to survive the pressures they are under 
and the division they are experiencing, Philippians 2:1-4: If then there is any 
encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, 
any compassion and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of the same mind, 
having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.  Do nothing from 
selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others better than yourselves.  
Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others.  
That is Paul’s recipe for unity and Christian community.  He lists the virtues of 
their community: mutual encouragement, mutual consolation, mutual sharing, 
mutual compassion, and joy.  Those are the virtues when they are doing it well 
and then he lists the vices: selfish ambition, conceit, and looking out for only 
one’s own interest.   
 
What is common in the list of vices is that they are about making ones self the 
center rather than God and neighbor.  The virtues are about the community and 
about the other; the vices are about the self.  Martin Luther aptly describes sin as 
basically incurvatus in se, “being curved in on itself”.  In other words, sin is living 
in the closed circle of the self, a prison whose doors are locked from within.  The 
gospel, for all of us, aims to unlock these closed prison doors and open the way to 
a new life together in Christ.   
 
To drive his point home Paul quotes their favorite song, or at least a song they all 
would have known.  The passage we read today Philippians 2:5-11 is known as the 
Christ hymn and is thought to be one of the earliest Christian hymns. Paul is 
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referencing it as a good preacher to appeal to common their faith and remind 
them of the words they know by heart. 
 
 Let the same mind be in you that was 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. 
 
I can’t quite imagine how you set that to music but I am sure Luther or Bach 
could have done something with it.  The hymn has the key to the problem the 
Philippians are facing—the sin is turning in on oneself and away from one 
another.  Yet Christ offers a new life—a life of humility—where we turn towards 
each other in love and compassion and generosity.  Jesus was equal with God but 
emptied himself and took the form of slave and humbled himself for the sake of 
the other—obedient to the point of death.  Jesus’ life was about turning outward, 
turning towards the world in love. 
 
And so it is humility, which is the marker of this new life in Christ.  And the 
community, this new church, will never survive if they do not learn to be humble 
and to be servants to one another.  No community can survive without this, I 
suppose.  But to be humble in Paul’s time was not only undesirable but it was 
down right shameful.  Humility described the condition of those who were lowly, 
ignorant, those who lacked status, standing, and dignity. Paul however 
understands humility in the light of the witness of Jesus.  Humility describes 
those who know themselves to be dependent on the grace of God and who are 
therefore freed to place the needs of others above their own self interest.  True 
humility comes not from thinking you are lowly but believing that others are 
worthy—and no one has modeled this better for us than Jesus Christ. Christ, as 
king, riding humbly into town on his donkey, was not turning inward to think of 
his own pride and well-being but turning outward towards the world, outward 
towards humanity.  
 
J.G. Randall has reviewed the life of Abraham Lincoln in his book The Great 
Dignity of the Rail Splitter. He says Lincoln had a “craftsmanship in the art of 
human relations” that was unique.  He attributes this skill to no clever artfulness 
or utilitarian purpose, but to a deep inner honesty and sincerity of intention.  
From his contemplative nature there developed a persuasive and kindly manner, 
informal, full of human courtesy, and highly disarming.  Again and again Lincoln 
wrote indignant letters and then, realizing how they might hurt another, tore 
them up. He always avoided humiliating people and tried to prevent 
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misunderstanding by writing letters slowly and thoughtfully.  Lincoln was a man 
of great position but was always ready to humble himself to preserve the 
relationships, for he thought highly of his fellow man.  This was a display of his 
character.  Theologian Daniel Migliore says, “Christianity offers no support for 
humility that is not coupled with force of character.”   
 
In speaking about humility, Paul appeals to their faith and to their character—or 
rather to the character of Christ, which he believes is in each of them and can 
grow in them. Paul says, “The one who began a good work in you. I am sure that 
he will bring it to completion.”  There is a hopefulness that Paul has experienced 
that concave characters can be led out of their own prison doors.  Freedom and 
joy can be possible for people who are trapped by sin and self-absorption; they 
can be transformed, reformed, and liberated. Paul knows it because it happened 
to him. He was the most hardened sinner and persecutor of the faith.  And yet his 
encounter with Christ changed his life—the scales from his eyes fell off and his 
heart grew in love for God and for others.  Paul was so transformed that even in 
prison he spoke about the joy and freedom he felt in Christ. Christ’s high regard 
for Paul, his humility towards Paul the sinner brought about a new life for Paul. 
 
Paul reminds the Philippians, and all who read this letter, that in Christ, the great 
high king, and the kingdom of God had come near to them. The people in 
Jerusalem, on that first Palm Sunday, who saw Jesus entering the city gates and 
waved their palm branches had never experienced God’s kingdom so near. They 
may not have realized it at the time but in that lowly parade they witnessed the 
greatest display of power they would ever see. For the king, and the kingdom 
comes, in the very act of Jesus’ humility.  In Jesus on that donkey, in Jesus before 
Pilot, in Jesus in front of the crowds shouting crucify, in Jesus on the cross—
God’s kingdom has come near, God in human form, has chosen not to be 
humiliated but to be humbled—thereby displaying ultimate power and strength.  
This is our model…this is our hope…and in the end, this is our freedom. 
 
Freed from sin, freed for one another.  Daniel Migliore paraphrases Paul: ‘You 
are citizens of God’s new order. Let your life together reflect the way of your Lord, 
not the prevailing way of life in a colony of Roman Empire. Live like the people 
you truly are in Christ.  Show that you are a new community in him. Life together 
‘in a manner worthy of the gospel.’ 
 
Live in a manner worthy of the gospel.  Paul pleas to the readers to avoid arguing 
with each other, to give up feelings of superiority and looking down on others, 
and to consider the rights and needs of others more than their own.  You wonder 
about the issues in our own city and country and world and how many of them 
would be solved if we started heeding Paul’s advice and following Christ’s 
example. How many of our quarrels and our bitter divisions would be resolved if 
we started from a position of humility rather than self interest?   
 
How many of the Marches on Washington in the last year would become non-
issues if we actually started to consider the needs and rights of others more than 
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our own? The problem is we struggle with the same sins of the early church, 
thinking more of ourselves than we think of God or we think of one another.  But 
this is not living in a manner worthy of the gospel, for the gospel calls us to turn 
outward, turn towards each other, and turn ultimately towards God.  The hope is 
that Paul’s words are true—the one who began a good work in us, will bring it to 
completion. That we will learn how to live in Christ’s freedom, liberated from our 
sins and turning joyfully towards each other.   
 
Amen.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 


