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Discussion Guide
King of the Hill
Philippians 2.1-8

Connecting: 
45 minutes 
(The following questions are intended to provide 
your group with a way of connecting with one 
another so that you might partner in the work God is 
doing in your lives.)
• In what ways did God move in your life 

this week? In what ways did you respond 
to him? 

• What was your biggest challenge this 
week? In what ways, if any, did you invite 
God into this challenge?

• How honest have you been with us? 
(Graciously thank group members for their 
honesty if they answer that they have held 
back.) 

Getting Started: 
10 minutes
• When you hear the word “humility,” what 

kind of reaction do you have? Could you 
explain?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes 
(The following questions are intended to provide 
your group with a simple road map through the 
text. Feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your 
own meeting.)
• Using the notes, explain the background 

of humility and Paul’s letter to the 
Philippians.

• Read Philippians 2.1-8 slowly and aloud. 
Seek to hear it with fresh ears, as if you 
were hearing it for the first time. Read the 
text aloud once more.

• According to Paul, what does love do? Seek 
to find as many nuances and expressions as 
possible in the text.

• In the text, what are the reasons motivating 
such loving actions?

• One might say that love puts other people 
first. Where, if anywhere, do you see this 
attitude modeled in relationships today? 
In marriages?

• Do you feel that loving people by putting 
them first is easy or difficult for you? Would 
you elaborate?

• What might it look like to love your spouse 
by putting them first?

• In what ways, if any, might this type of love 
strengthen your marriage, making it last?

• What, if anything, keeps you from loving 
your spouse in this manner? Would you 
elaborate?

• You might consider breaking up into 
gender-specific groups, to pray to discuss 
attitudes of the heart which need to be 
addressed so that you might love your 
spouse by putting them first. Pray with 
and for one another, opening your life to 
the experience of Christ’s transforming 
love which put us first.

Context and Background
Humility
Humility was generally eschewed as something 
negative in the ancient world. Both the Greeks 
and the Romans viewed humility as a state of 
servility or despondency brought on because 
of poverty or lack of power, or it was seen as 
unnecessary self-disparagement or feelings 
of worthlessness. Therefore, humility was 
portrayed as something to be avoided. However, 
within the Jewish and Christian contexts, 
humility was portrayed as a virtue, rooted in the 
character of God. Therefore, it was something to 
be pursued and developed within one’s life.
Within the Old Testament, humility was 
presented as something God desired of his 
people (Proverbs 3.34; 11.1-2; 15.33). Humility 
was to mark both one’s relationship with people 
and with God (Micah 6.8). In the New Testament, 
we see a continuation of this presentation of 
humility as a virtue. Humility is portrayed as 
a positive virtue, one which should govern 
relationships with God and people (Ephesians 
4.2; James 4.10; 1 Peter 3.8).  However, the 
New Testament builds upon the Old Testament 
by presenting Jesus as the primary example 
of humility (Philippians 2.7-8; John 13.1-17; 
Matthew 11.28-30). Thus, humility becomes 
something more than a virtue desired by God, 
but it becomes a virtue that flows from God’s 
own person. Therefore, humility becomes part 



of a righteous life (Matthew 5.3-12), and a virtue 
which demonstrates the presence and activity of 
the Holy Spirit in one’s life (Galatians 5.23).
When one considers the different approaches 
to humility of the Greco-Roman world and the 
Jewish/Christian world, one might wonder how 
such diametrically opposed ideas could develop. 
The answer is really in differing definitions of 
humility. While the Greeks and Romans included 
such ideas as worthlessness, servility, and 
powerlessness in their understanding of humility, 
the Jews and Christians did not. In their mind, 
the virtue of humility said little about a state of 
powerlessness and more about one’s attitude 
about themselves in relation to others. One might 
have incredible power and authority and choose 
to be humble (Philippians 2.5-6). The virtue of 
humility was the willing choice to put the needs 
of another above the needs of one’s own person 
(Philippians 2.1-4; Romans 12.3). To be humble, 
one had to be satisfied with his status in society, 
and to refuse to strive for honor at the expense of 
others. Rather, humble people sought to use their 
power and authority to honor and care for others. 
To be humble required the ability to help others 
and the faith to trust that God would care for those 
who chose to be humble (James 4.10).

The Text
Philippians 2.1-8: Choosing not to be first
Paul planted the church in the Roman colony of 
Philippi on his second missionary journey (Acts 
16.11-40). This church, perhaps more than any 
other, was near to Paul’s heart and he had some of 
his closest and deepest relationships with people 
from this congregation. Paul’s letter to the church 
at Philippi has been called a letter of joy. In this 
letter, Paul expresses his thanks for a financial gift 
(Philippians 4.10-20) and underscores his deep 
relationship with the Philippians (Philippians 1.3-
11). However, Paul’s letter to this congregation 
addresses some underlying issues among them, 
primarily the issue of division (Philippians 4.2-
3; 2.1-4). The source of this division is not fully 
understood, but it is not necessary to know this 
source in order to understand the points Paul 
makes.
Paul begins to deal with the division within the 
congregation by calling the believers in Philippi 
to conduct themselves in a way that fits with the 
gospel (Philippians 1.27).

The specific action to which he calls them is 
the action of unity. This unity is based upon 
their experience of Christ himself and his love. 
Paul makes four conditional statements, but he 
intends that these be understood as certainties 
rather than possibilities or probabilities. He knows 
that the Philippians have been encouraged in 
their relationship with Christ. He knows that they 
have been comforted by his love. He knows that 
the experience of the Holy Spirit is seen, not just 
in a few, but in all of the congregation. He knows 
that their relationship with Christ has brought 
about the experience of tenderness (affection) 
and compassion (concern).
Because Paul knows that these are part of the 
Philippians’ experience with Jesus, he asks that 
they make him joyful by responding appropriately 
to their experience of Jesus. The appropriate 
response is that they be unified, like-minded. 
Here Paul is not saying that the Philippians all 
need to be the same or think the same, but he is 
referring to the possession of a common purpose 
which moves the congregation in a singular, 
unified direction. Paul expands upon this idea 
by noting that he desires they have the same 
love for one another that Jesus has for them. The 
expression of this love would have the natural 
result of unifying the Philippians mentally and 
spiritually. In Paul’s mind, Christ-like love binds 
people together in lasting relationships. (See also 
Colossians 3.14.)
Paul goes on to describe the necessary step the 
Philippians must take to express Christ-like love 
toward one another. They must choose to humble 
themselves. They must put off any motivation 
which seeks their own personal exaltation 
and anything which puts them first. Instead, 
they must put on the virtue of humility which 
means they value others and their needs above 
themselves. This is not a debasing attitude but an 
attitude which says, “It is not about me. It is all 
about you.” (See Humility.) Paul notes that this 
attitude of humility is an appropriate gospel-
driven response because it is an attitude found in 
the life of Jesus.
Using what is most likely an early hymn, perhaps 
one sung within the Philippian congregation, 
Paul notes that Jesus was at his essence God. 
However, Jesus chose not to use his power and 
glory as God for his own advancement.  Rather, 
Jesus chose to step down to the level of people by



Real life with you:
Love does, but what exactly does it do? For love 
to last, love does the unthinkable. It humbles 
itself and puts the other person first. I know. 
This scrapes against our pride and desire to 
be valued. Somehow we believe that we are 
important and we need to make sure people 
value us, because if we don’t, they won’t. We 
exert a great deal of effort and planning to 
ensure that our spouse gives us the recognition 
and affection we desire. While this might 
make us feel good, it makes our spouse feel 
pretty horrible. In effect, we are using them to 
satisfy our needs. We push them down so that 
they can lift us up. Usually, this doesn’t bode 
well for staying together, and it isn’t really love 
anyway. Real love humbles itself and says, “This 
is not about me. I choose to make it about you.” 
Real love uses power and authority to serve the 
other, rather than forcing the other to serve. 
Real love lifts up and honors. Real love esteems 
and cherishes. Real love makes the other person 
feel special and honored, and in the end, forms a 
bond that cannot be broken. It has no reason to 
be broken. However, real love is hard. It doesn’t 
just happen. It takes intentionality. This week, 
consider looking for ways you can express this 
kind of love toward your spouse. See if you can 
discover one way, each day, in which you can 
serve your spouse. How can you put your spouse 
and their needs first? This might be as simple 
as giving them the last cup of coffee. Yikes! Or 
deferring to their wishes for the evening. Try at 
least one thing each day and don’t say anything, 
just put your spouse first. Remember. This is 
what love does.

©2015 Union Center Christian Church

becoming like them, and then he used his power 
to serve people by obeying his Father’s will in 
the experience of crucifixion. Paul exhorts the 
Philippians to behave in the same way toward 
one another, using their power and status to 
serve rather than seeking to be served. This is 
what love does.

Real life with Blake:
Love is foundational to life and relationships. 
I think we can all agree on that. We can also 
agree that love is a verb, that love does. What we 
cannot agree on is what love does. According to 
Paul, love puts other people first. Honestly, my 
whole being screams against this idea. I want 
to be first. I want to receive recognition. I want 
to get the pat on the back. I want to be served. 
I feel that if I can get these things, I should. I 
should strive for them. What I am coming to 
realize is that relationships are hard, marriage 
is hard when I strive for them. Relationships are 
hard because the only way to elevate myself is 
to put others down. That sounds terrible, but 
it is true. We cannot climb to the top unless 
we are willing to step on others and push off 
the one who is currently at the top. When we 
behave like that with others, when we behave 
like that with our spouses, we usually have a 
hard time feeling warm and fuzzy toward one 
another. Actually, we struggle with bitterness 
and rage and the general desire to punch people 
in the face because they have punched us in 
the face, figuratively speaking of course. Early 
in our marriage, I struggled with this attitude. 
I would grow angry when it was not all about 
me. Rachel didn’t have to do anything wrong. 
It was enough that she didn’t make it all about 
me. I would get mad and pout. Finally, I decided 
that pity parties were not a lot of fun, and 
they are generally lonely events. Jesus began 
to challenge my self-absorption and work on 
my heart. I am beginning to learn that it is 
not all about me and that if I will approach 
others, especially Rachel, my relationships and 
marriage are much happier and stronger. In fact, 
I am discovering that in many ways, I am more 
fulfilled because my loving response to my bride 
is reciprocated and we both find ourselves cared 
for by the other.


