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May 3, 2020

Glory of Humility – Philippians 2:1-11

Q: Who seems happier, those who are self-centered or those who help others? Why? 

Research shows that generosity is not just the selfless act we once thought it was. Because generosity is actually 
good for you. Doing things for other people, giving to others makes you happier. As Jesus said, “It is more blessed 
to give than to receive.” Research has found that like a healthy diet, exercise, and good genes, generosity increases 
your life span. It improves your mental and physical health and promotes longevity. People who do regular volunteer 
work have lower death rates than those who don’t. Generosity can help reduce stress and enhance your sense of 
purpose. It is a natural confidence builder and repellent of self-hatred. It makes us feel better about ourselves and 
combats feelings of isolation and depression.1 

People who are kinder live longer, healthier lives and experience fewer aches and pains. Helping others protects 
overall health as much as aspirin protects against heart disease. Scientists even talk about getting a “helper’s high” 
when we do things for others—not just an emotional sense of joy, but a physical sensation. About half of people 
say they feel stronger and more energetic when they help others. They feel calmer, less depressed, and have more 
self-worth. Being kind to other people actually makes us happy.2 

Our world talks so much about looking out for number one and making sure we get what we want out of life, 
pursuing our dreams and focusing on being happy and fulfilled, but helping other people is what really makes us 
happy, what really brings us joy. Those who pursue their own pleasure, success, or fame often find it empty and 
worthless in the end. Actor Jim Carrey once said, “I think everybody should get rich and famous and do everything 
they ever dreamed of so they can see that it’s not the answer.”3 Science has discovered it more recently, but the 
Bible has been saying it for thousands of years. The way to find true joy is not to focus on selfish ambition or making 
ourselves happy. True joy is found in humility, in putting others’ needs ahead of our own.

Q: Describe a time you’ve found joy in helping other people. Why did it make you happy to do something for 
someone else? 

Q: Why does focusing on ourselves, our own happiness, and our own success ultimately lead to emptiness and 
not joy? 

Q: Why is joy (not just happiness) connected to doing for others instead of focusing on yourself? How does 
helping other people bring us joy?

1 Lisa Firestone, “Why Generosity is Good for YOU!” PsychAlive - http://www.psychalive.org/why-generosity-is-good-for-you/   
2 Christine L. Carter, “What We Get When We Give” Psychology Today, Feb 18, 2010 -
http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/raising-happiness/201002/what-we-get-when-we-give 
3  Leonard Kim, “I Think Everyone Should Get Rich and Famous” Medium, Jul 3, 2015 - https://medium.com/@mrleonardkim/
what-did-jim-carrey-actually-mean-ff98cea4b917
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Read Philippians 2:1–11.

Q: Why would the unity of the Philippians make Paul’s joy complete? 

Q: How does humility keep us united as a church community? 

Q: How can humility bring us more joy than self-centeredness? 

In chapter one, Paul had called the Philippians to unity—standing firm, striving side-by-side, like a troop of soldiers 
on a mission or a football team moving toward the goal line (1:27). In chapter two, Paul builds on chapter one, still 
encouraging the Philippians to unity in their mission to advance the gospel, still focusing on joy in the midst of 
suffering. 

Although verse one sounds like a conditional sentence, “If there is any encouragement . . .”, it doesn’t mean it’s 
hypothetical or possibly not true. It is a convention of writing called “first class conditional,” which starts with 
something that everyone knows is true, saying in effect, “If X is true (and we know it is), then Y.” Of course, there 
is unity in Christ, so then Christians should be unified. The word for “consolation” is the same word used of the 
Holy Spirit as our Comforter. The word for “fellowship” was often used of the early church in Acts, referring to how 
they lived as community, sharing all things in common. The words for “affection and mercy” are often used for the 
compassion and mercy of God. A community that lives this way will be unified. There will be no place for power 
struggles, competition, or rivalry because everyone will be too busy showing compassion, mercy, and love to one 
another. 

Unity is not something we can force or create a committee to figure out. Unity among believers is rooted in God. 
There is no special trick or plan or idea that will solve disunity. Disunity is fundamentally a spiritual problem. If we 
want to pursue unity in our church, we need to pursue God together. If there is a conflict in the church, the first 
thing we should ask is, “Have you prayed about it together? Instead of talking to other people about it, let’s talk to 
God.” This is what made the first church so unified. They prayed together constantly (Acts 1:13–14; 2:42; 4:23–31, et. 
al.) and the Lord filled them all with the Holy Spirit. 

Once he established that unity was key to their mission and to complete joy, Paul explained how to get that unity—
with humility. This passage explains what it really means to have humility toward others, putting others needs ahead 
of our own. It’s not about putting yourself down, it’s about lifting others up. Low self-esteem isn’t the same thing as 
humility. In The Purpose Driven Life, Rick Warren wrote, “True humility is not thinking less of yourself, it’s thinking of 
yourself less.”4 It is serving others, even those the world might categorize as “less than” us. The world ranks people, 
putting some above others based on class or power or talent. God’s Word says we are all equally important in God’s 
eyes. There is no greater than or less than. We are all called to serve one another in humility.

The Christian’s model for humility, as in all things, in Jesus Himself. Paul again uses “the same attitude” here (v. 5). 
Paul’s idea of “attitude” involved not just good thoughts, but activity that demonstrates those thoughts. Each step 
of Christ’s life demonstrated humility. In the Greek, Paul uses a play on words here—Jesus “emptying himself” (v. 
7) and the “empty glory” or “conceit” (v. 3)—to create a contrast. While they sought empty glory, Jesus emptied 
Himself of His glory. The One who had all the glory of God willingly chose to lay it all aside and live a commoner’s 
life.  Becoming a man at all was an act of humility (v. 6–7). Willingly emptying Himself of His honor and glory for 
creatures that had been unfaithful to Him from the moment He created them? Even His birth was an act of humility. 
He came as a baby, completely dependent on His parents for provision and safety. And the way He came, in a stable 
in an obscure village, with only animals and shepherds and foreigners to honor Him? 

4 Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2002).

TALKING POINT 
We can find joy in humility and service.
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Jesus’s life was defined by service to His people (v. 7). He said it was His purpose in coming (Mark 10:45) and 
commanded His disciples to follow His example (Matthew 20:25–28; John 13:13–15). Then, His greatest act of humility 
was His obedience to God even to the point of death, and death on a cross—the world’s most humiliating death of 
that time (v. 8). Although Christ’s unique work obviously can’t be replicated, His mindset, His attitude, His motivation 
is to be imitated—“Adopt the same attitude as that of Christ” (v. 5). 

In chapter one, Paul said his opponents preached out of “selfish ambition” (1:17). Here he warned the Philippians, 
using the same phrase. It is a sharp warning—Don’t be like the world! In the first century, excessive pride was 
condemned, yet there was an equal disdain for humility. In fact, the writings of Plutarch and Epictetus express 
an “ideal of Greek culture” where “great men overcome the shame of lowliness and weakness by noble acts and 
thoughts.”5 Personal greatness was the goal and humility was incompatible with that. However, the Old Testament 
teaches that humility is necessary to a right relationship with God (Job 22:29; Psalm 138:6; Proverbs 3:34; Isaiah 57:15; 
Micah 6:8, et. al.). 

Selfish ambition—putting our own needs first—is the opposite of humility. The key word here is “selfish.” We 
can have ambition as long as it’s not selfish ambition. We can have self-confidence, but not vain conceit. Christian 
humility isn’t about your view of yourself; it’s about your thoughts and actions toward others. Humility is about 
loving God and loving others first. It’s thinking about others’ needs first. It’s serving others instead of demanding 
they serve you. It’s about building others up, not tearing them down to make yourself look better. It’s thinking about 
what you can give instead of what you can get and how you can help others before helping yourself. It’s looking to 
see what needs there are instead of what you can grab for yourself. The ironic thing is that if we all had this attitude, 
everyone’s needs would be met without all of the selfishness and demanding and grabbing for power and resources. 
We would all experience more joy than if we were grabbing everything for ourselves because, as Jesus said, “It is 
more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35). 

This is how the early church worked. They shared all things in common, and there was no one in need among them 
(Acts 4:34). If we focus on ourselves first, the powerful get what they need and the powerless get nothing. The only 
way everyone has their needs met is if we all look to others’ needs in humility. Living together in humility, putting 
one another’s needs ahead of our own is how we live in joy in community.

Q: What are some practical ways your life needs to change in order to live in humility, to put other’s needs ahead 
of your own instead of being driven by selfish ambition?

Q: Looking at the world around you—media, pop culture, business, etc.—do you see a lot of people showing true 
humility towards others, putting others’ needs ahead of their own? Why is humility so difficult for people in our 
culture? 

Q: What would it look like for you to practice the mindset of humility? How would it change your thinking? How 
would it change your actions?

Q: How would the world be different if everyone put others’ needs ahead of their own?

Q: What are some practical steps we can take to work toward unity in our church communities?

Q: What are some common causes of disunity or conflict in churches? How can we use humility to combat/solve 
them? 

5 G. Walter Hansen, The Letter to the Philippians, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 115.
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PRAY

•	 For the humility to put others ahead of yourself.
•	 For unity in your church community and the humility for all that it requires.
•	 For your pastors, who give their lives for you as loving shepherds.

ACT

Find Joy in Sacrifice. Think of something you could sacrifice for someone else today. Maybe it’s giving your bagged 
lunch to someone on the street. Maybe it’s giving someone else an opportunity at work instead of taking it for 
yourself. Maybe it’s asking your spouse what they need from you and then doing it. Maybe it’s helping your elderly 
parents with groceries or cooking or some other daily task. Maybe it’s giving up going out for lunch or dinner and 
donating that money to a ministry you love. How can you make a sacrifice for someone else today? And find joy in 
doing it?

APPLICATION


