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Discussion Guide

•

Philippians 2.12-15

•

Happily Ever After
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
• Would you label yourself as a person who
complains? Could you elaborate?

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 grumbling and Paul’s encouragement to
love others like Jesus loves us.
• Read Philippians 2.1-15 slowly and
aloud. Seek to hear it with fresh ears, as
if you were hearing it for the first time.
Read Philippians 2.1-15 once more, this
time seeking to follow the flow of Paul’s
argument. Read Philippians 2.12-15 aloud,
slowly seeking to soak in these words.
• In what ways, if any, does the way we go
about loving people by putting them first
matter?
• How do we typically respond when we put
our spouse first? Why might this be?
• What effect, if any, does this response have

•
•
•
•
•

upon you? Could you elaborate?
What, if anything, makes putting your
spouse first difficult?
React to the following statement, “Putting
our spouse first requires us to look past the
present.”
Read Hebrews 12.1-3 aloud, slowly.
In what ways did Jesus love us by looking
past the present?
What might looking past the present while
putting your spouse first look like for you?
What might such an outlook require?
Would you be willing to allow God to do the
work in your heart necessary to love your
spouse in this way? Would you elaborate?
What role, if any, might this group have in
that work?

Context and Background

Grumbling
In the language of the New Testament, to
grumble means to complain or whisper secretly
against a person. In some ways, grumbling is
similar to complaining, but it differs in that it
involves the additional element of rejecting
leadership. Therefore, to grumble is to state
one’s dislike of an individual’s person and to
reject such an individual’s leading.
The act of grumbling was the primary sin of
the Israelites on their wilderness journey.
The Israelites grumbled about water (Exodus
15.24), about the absence of meat (Exodus
16.2, 7), and about the presence of giants
in the land of Canaan (Numbers 14.2, 27;
Deuteronomy 1.27). While the specific object of
their grumbling—the object of the whispered
secrets—was Moses, the true object of the
Israelite’s grumbling was God (Exodus 16.2,
7; Psalm 106.25). The presence of grumbling
demonstrated a lack of willingness among the
Israelites to obey the direct leading of God, an
unwillingness which transformed the Israelites
into a corrupt, warped, and crooked generation
(Deuteronomy 32.5; See Paul’s allusion to this
verse in Philippians 2.15), and brought about
their destruction as a people (Psalm 106.2526). Grumbling appears within the ministry of
Jesus (John 6.41-43), but it is Paul who ties the
presence of grumbling within the Philippian
congregation to Israel’s story (Philippians 2.14-16)

In Paul’s mind, the presence of grumbling among
believers indicates an unwillingness to obey
the direct leading of God (Philippians 2.12).
However, to reject grumbling is to accept such
leading, allowing God to fulfill his purposes which
results not in devastation reminiscent of Israel
but in a glorious transformation of God’s people
(Philippians 2.13-16).

The Text

Philippians 2.12-15: Transformed by love
In verse 12, Paul picks up his encouragement of
the Philippians, that they conduct themselves in
a manner worthy of the gospel (Philippians 1.27).
Paul has encouraged the Philippians to recognize
that loving one another as Jesus loved them is one
of the primary ways the gospel should be lived
out within their congregation, and that loving in
this way will form unity (lasting relationships)
among them (Philippians 1.27; 2.1-2). Holding up
Jesus as an example of this manner of love, Paul
returns to practical admonition, reminding the
Philippians to obey God. In Paul’s mind, obedience
to God’s will is the appropriate response to God,
a demonstration of the presence and growth of
salvation in one’s life.
Much debate has swirled around Paul’s statement
linking the practical steps of obedience with the
experience of salvation. This statement seems to
contradict salvation by grace. We must remember
that the experience of salvation extends beyond
justification, being made right in God’s sight
(Ephesians 2.1-8). Salvation also includes the
process of being made right, the restoration of
God’s image within a person which leads to right
living (Ephesians 2.10). Sometimes this process
is called the process of sanctification, which is
part of the experience of salvation. Paul has this
process of sanctification in mind as he writes, and
he notes that in this process both people and God
have a part. In other words, this process entirely
depends on people and it entirely depends on God
at the same time. This is a traditional view of the
Pharisees, so it is no surprise that Paul highlights
it here. He goes on to say that this partnering with
God in the working out of salvation—we might
think “working out into life”—is to be approached
with fear and trembling. Paul uses a traditional
Israelite idiom which means to have serious
concern (Exodus 15.16; Isaiah 19.16; Mark 5.33; 1
Corinthians 2.3; 2 Corinthians 7.15).

Seeking to live out the implications of one’s
salvation is no casual matter, but it is possible.
Living in such a way is possible because it does
not fully depend upon people. Rather, God
himself is at work in his people so that they both
desire and act according to his purposes.
While seeking to live out the realities of one’s
relationship with God is a serious matter, how one
approaches this matter is of equal seriousness.
Paul exhorts the Philippians to live out their
salvation by refusing to grumble or argue. At
this point, Paul is echoing the history of Israel,
specifically the story of the wandering in the
wilderness. The primary sin of the Israelite people
in the wilderness was the sin of grumbling, which
was at its root a refusal to obey the leading of
God. (See Grumbling.) The result of this refusal
to obey led the Israelites to become a crooked
and warped generation (Deuteronomy 32.5).
Paul argues that refusing to grumble against
God has the opposite effect. Obeying God readily
shapes people so they become blameless and
pure children of God in the midst of a warped and
crooked generation; that is, obeying God leads
one to the life God intended for his people and
they become an example to others.
Hebrews 12.1-3:
Focusing on the goal not the experience
In these verses, the author of Hebrews is
concluding his exhortation, pointing his readers
to examples of a faithful life so that they too
might live faithfully (Hebrews 11). His point is
that his readers should choose to run the race
set before them, something they were finding
incredibly difficult (Hebrews 2.1; 5.11-6.12; 12.413; 13.13-14). Therefore, he holds up one final
example of a life of faith: Jesus. Jesus is more
than an example of faith. He designed the faith
journey and then traveled it himself perfectly.
He was able to do this, particularly his enduring
of the cross, by focusing not on his present
circumstances but on the joy set before him. The
author uses a metaphor which refers to the award
given for winning a race, usually a laurel crown.
Jesus endured the cross by looking forward
to what he would accomplish by enduring it.
While the exaltation of Jesus is certainly a part
of this reward, the primary purpose of the cross
is redemption brought about for humanity.
Therefore, Jesus was able to love people through

the cross, putting them first, by focusing on what Real life with you:
his present experience would accomplish rather Love does, but what exactly does it do? For love
than by focusing on what he was experiencing to last, love does the unthinkable. It humbles
in the moment.
itself and puts the other person first. This is hard
because putting another person first is costly.
Real life with Blake:
We set aside our own desires and agenda. We
Love is the glue that holds marriage together, give up what is rightfully ours. In response, we
and this love is a love which puts people first. complain. We gripe about what loving is costing
So if I want a marriage which lasts, I must put us. We bellyache about all that we are having
Rachel first. This is easy to say, but so difficult to do. What we do not realize is that we are
to do. I want to be first. I want to be served. actually working against the very thing we are
At times, I can put Rachel first, but I do so trying to accomplish. We may be putting our
begrudgingly. I gripe about what it costs. I spouse first, but we are deforming our souls,
whine about my own needs. I pout because I feel bending and warping them in such a way that
overlooked and overwhelmed. But I am putting we and our marriage will suffer. It does not have
her first! I must be doing something really great. to be this way. We can simply stop complaining.
Am I? I am discovering that how I put Rachel However, stopping is easier said than done. One
first matters just as much as my putting her of the main reasons we can’t stop complaining
first. I can go through the motions, but if I do is because all we can see is the present and in
so muttering under my breath I find a bit of my the present we are paying a high price to put the
love for her dies. It becomes harder to put her other person first. However, love does not focus
first the next time because a piece of my heart on the cost of the present but on the outcome at
has hardened. Paul talks about this. He says that the end. Our love strengthens our marriage and
we are to love as Jesus loved, but how we do it leads us and our spouse to the life God intended.
matters. If we put others first begrudgingly we This makes the cost worth it. This week, when
actually shape our hearts in a way that leads to you serve your spouse, putting him or her first,
the destruction of our lives and the destruction see if you can look past the present. Seek to
of our relationships. Makes sense, but putting envision a rock-solid marriage of deep intimacy
Rachel first without complaining is really and devotion and serve from that place. You will
hard because putting her first is hard. It takes find the end is worth the cost.
sacrifice. It costs me something. When I consider
the cost, I get frustrated and my frustration
boils over. “Why should I bear this cost?” When
I consider how Jesus loves me, I realize that it When I consider how Jesus loves
cost him something. He had to sacrifice. It was
hard to love me. The cross was hard. He was me, I realize that it cost him
something. He had to sacrifice.
able to love me in this way because he focused
not on the cross but on what the cross would
It was hard to love me.
accomplish. He focused not on the nails, not on
the pain, not on the sacrifice but on the joy of
being with me in freedom. He focused on the
goal, not the experience. When I complain about
putting Rachel first, typically I am focused on
the present, what my actions are doing to me.
But if I want to love her, really love her, I must
learn to focus not on the present but on the goal,
the joy of serving her in a way that leads to the
life God intended for her.
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