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Today’s passage has been studied and pulled apart by theologians over the centuries. It is regarded by 
some as an iconic Christian hymn which celebrates what Christ did for us by becoming human (ie his 
incarnation), through his life, death and resurrection. As Christians, we sometimes forget, though, that 
even for the Romans and the Jews, crucifixion was the “ultimate in human degradation” and humiliation. 
Some people assert that, if the Romans followed their standard practice, Jesus was crucified naked. 

“… crucifixion, borrowed from the Persians and perfected by the Romans, was an unusually cruel 
and humiliating means of capital punishment. It was generally reserved for slaves, robbers, 
assassins, rebellious provincials, and the like. Crucifixion was abhorred by the Jews, not only 
because of its pain and shame but because anyone thus hanged was considered accursed by God. 
… he who was in the form of God and was equal with God emptied himself, humbled himself, and 
surrendered himself to a criminal’s death.”1 

 
ICEBREAKER: What is the difference between ‘humiliation’ and ‘humility’? In Phil 2:8, we read that Jesus 
consciously “humbled himself” even though that resulted in “death on a cross” (ie total humiliation). Is there 
a risk that us being “humble” may result in us being misunderstood, made fun of or humiliated? If this has 
happened to you, share a concrete example with your group.  
 
READ: Philippians 2:1-11 

• What are your thoughts and comments about this passage? What things did you learn from the 
sermon on this passage? 

 

When we read Phil 2, we must keep in mind the comments that Paul made in Chapter 1. Paul courageously 
faced the challenges of suffering and the likelihood that he would die. He encouraged the Philippians to 
continue to faithfully persevere in their partnership in the gospel. Two instructions stand out in Phil 1:27: 
he told them “Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ” and for 
them to “stand firm in one spirit, contending as one man for the faith of the gospel.” His challenges to the 
Philippians were: to live like Jesus, to stand firm and to be unified in their life together. Today’s passage 
gives us some practical instructions on what that should look like in everyday life.  

• In Phil 2:1, Paul lists 5 things that come, both from our relationship with God and our relationship 
with other Christians. What are they? How do they help sustain us through tough times? 

 

• In Phil 2:2, Paul calls us to Christian unity in three different ways. What are these three aspects? 
What is Paul talking about here? Does it meant that Christians should be totally in agreement on 
all issues?  

 

• There is a Christian quote, "in necessary things unity; in uncertain things liberty; in all things charity 
(love)". What are the things that Christians need to be in unity about? How do you exercise love 
and humility, when you’re in a conversation where you strongly disagree with another Christian? 

 

In Eph 4:1-6, Paul instructed the Ephesian church: “I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have 
received. Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort 
to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you 
were called to one hope when you were called; one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of 
all, who is over all and through all and in all.” 

• From these verses, what should relationships between Christians look like? What reason is given 
in these verses, for us needing to “keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.”? 
 

• What are three practical instructions that we are given in Phil 2, about our attitudes and actions? 
What do they teach us about the meaning of humility and how we put that into practice? 

o Phil 2:3a 
 

o Phil 2:3b 
 

o Phil 2:4 

                                                           
1 Hawthorne, G. F. (2004). Philippians (Vol. 43). Dallas: Word, Incorporated. p123. 
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In 1 Peter 3:8-9, we read “Finally, all of you, be like-minded, be sympathetic, love one another, be 
compassionate and humble. Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult. On the contrary, repay evil with 
blessing, because to this you were called so that you may inherit a blessing.” Then in 1 Peter 5:5-6, we 
read: “all of you must clothe yourselves with humility in your dealings with one another, for “God opposes 
the proud, but gives grace to the humble.” Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, so 
that he may exalt you in due time.” 

• What additional things do these verses teach us about living our Christian lives together? What do 
these verses tell us about how God deals with and responds to people who are proud and arrogant? 

 

Read Phil 2:5. Then read it again. And again.  

• What is supposed to be the ‘standard’ for our mindset, attitudes and priorities?  
 

• Why is it important that we are ‘Christ-like’ in all we do, think and say – and especially in light of us 
having a ‘calling’ to take and embody the gospel message to the world? How does conflict in a 
church or among Christians, undermine the integrity of our Christian witness? 

 

Through the gospels, Jesus prioritised humility, over and above pride and the pursuit of power, fortune 
and status. Jesus teaching was – and continues to be - both countercultural and counterintuitive. Eg: 

Matt 14:4: Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. 
Matt 16:25-26: For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my 
sake will find it. For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit their life? Or what 
will they give in return for their life? 
Matt 23:12: All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be 
exalted.” 

 
In Phil 2:5-11, Paul highlights two phases in Christ’s ministry: humbling himself and being exalted, a 
“downward descent”2 from heaven ending in death and then a rising again to the right hand of the Father. 
Hawthorne highlights that the connection “between humiliation and exaltation is well known in Jewish 
pietistic circles. It is epitomized in the saying “The one who humbles (himself) will be lifted up.”3 We also 
find this thought in James 4:10: “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will exalt you.” 
 

• Read Phil 2:5-8. What phases or stages can you identify in this “downward descent” by Jesus? 
 

• What were the conscious decisions that Jesus made in this process?  
 

Jesus always knew that he was the “Son of God”. He knew he had the position, knowledge and power of 
his position, but chose to “not exploit it to his own profit.”4 Even when tempted and antagonised to use his 

power inappropriately, he refused to do so. [eg Matt 4:1-10, Matt 27:38-44] 
 

• In Phil 2:9-11, what was involved in Christ being exalted? Who exalted Jesus?  
 

• What does it mean for Jesus to be given the “highest place” and “the name that is above every 
name”? 

 

• What was the ultimate goal and outcome of Jesus’ humiliation and exaltation? (Phil 2:11b) Is this 
a priority for you? 

 

REFLECT, SHARE & PRAY: What have you learnt from this study? Do you need to repent of attitudes of 
pride and arrogance? How are you going to apply what you have learnt to your relationships this week? 
What conscious decisions do you need to make, to make humility a reality in your life and relationships? 
If you are facing or are in the midst of a conflict situation, ask people in your group to pray for you, for 
wisdom and courage, to deal with the situation in a Christ-like way, trusting that God will look after your 
reputation. 
 

                                                           
2 Hawthorne, G. F. (2004). Philippians (Vol. 43). Dallas: Word, Incorporated. p123. 
3 Hawthorne, G. F. (2004). Philippians (Vol. 43). Dallas: Word, Incorporated. pp123-124. 
4 Martin, R. P. (1987). Philippians: An Introduction and Commentary (Vol. 11). Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. p107. 
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Addendum:  
 
Phil 2:7 refers to Jesus ‘pouring out’ (or emptying) himself. This phrase is frequently misunderstood and 
one place we find this is in the well-known Christian hymn “And can it be …”, in the line that goes “Emptied 
himself of all but love.” As Christians, we hold that when Jesus came to earth, he was both fully God and 
fully man, the Son of God and Son of Man. Following is an explanation in ‘plain English’: 

“When Jesus came to earth He laid aside or emptied Himself of something. There are many 
misconceptions as to what He set aside. It was not His Deity. Jesus could not empty Himself of His 
Deity - He could not stop being God. He was always God the Son. He could not exchange His Deity 
for His humanity. Neither did He set aside only some of His divine attributes and keep others. In 
addition, Jesus always knew He was God and possessed these divine attributes - He was not 
ignorant of who He was or what He could do. Moreover, Jesus allowed the people to know that He 
had such powers. Neither did Jesus set aside the use of His relative attributes such as being all-
powerful, all-knowing, and everywhere present. Those powers were always present with Him. 
When Jesus became a human being, He divested Himself of certain rights as God the Son. This can 
be seen in three ways. First: He restricted Himself to a human body with all its limitations. He gave 
up His position when He became a human being. Second: He veiled or hid His glory from the people. 
Finally, He exercised His relative attributes only by the will of God the Father - never on His own 
initiative.”5 

• Do you find this a hard concept to get your head around? What questions do you have? 

                                                           
5 https://www.blueletterbible.org/faq/don_stewart/don_stewart_795.cfm  
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