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Discussion Guide

•

It’s Hard to Be Humble

•

45 minutes

•

Connecting:

(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

•

way of understanding of humility might make
taking up this virtue difficult? Easy?

thank group members for their honesty if they state
they have held back.)

•

Getting Started:
10 minutes

•

What

does it take to be humble?
elaborate?

Could

you

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, talk about what humility is and
common misunderstandings surrounding it.
Read Philippians 2.1-11 aloud, slowly. Imagine
hearing these words as a congregation struggling
to understand what it looks like to be the Church
in practice. Read the text once more, aloud.

According to Paul, what role does humility play
in functioning as the Church?
Reading what Paul says about how Christ
modeled humility, how might you define humility?
How might this virtue be important to the proper
functioning of the Church?
Do you feel the virtue of humility is generally
present among the people of God? Could you
elaborate?
Humility has been defined as thinking more of
God. It has also been said to start when we stop
trying to be God. What, if anything, about this

•

What might it look like to practice the virtue
of humility? What role, if any, might Christcentered community play in taking up this virtue?
Consider taking some time to talk about your own
struggles with humility and how others in your
group might encourage and support you on your
journey to take up the life of Christ.

Context and Background

Humility
Humility is one of the most important Christian
virtues, a virtue drawn from the life of Jesus himself
(Matthew 11.29; Philippians 2.7-8). Augustine said,
“If you ask me what is the first precept of the Christian
religion I will answer, first, second and third,
Humility.” However, humility has been much maligned
through the ages because it has been misunderstood by
both those within and outside the Church.

In the ancient world, humility was not understood
to be a virtue. The word itself referred to someone
who was from a low social position or someone who
was powerless and unimportant. While pride was
understood to be something to be avoided, humility
was not viewed as the solution to pride. Humility
was forced upon people (humiliation), often by forces
beyond their control. The ancient person viewed the
world through an anthropocentric (person-centered)
lens. Therefore, the solution to pride was to elevate
the worth or status of an individual without impinging
upon the worth and status of another, something
which was incredibly difficult when honor and status
were understood to be in limited supply.

The Jewish people and later the Church, viewed the
world through a theocentric (God-centered) lens.
Therefore, the solution to pride was not the elevation
of people but the elevation of God. This view made
room for a new understanding of humility, one in
which humility was understood to be the elevation of
God by people who rightly recognized their place before
God as creatures dependent upon the redemptive love
and mercy of God (Psalm 8.4-5). In this theocentric
understanding of the world, a prideful person refused
to recognize God’s sovereignty or his rightful place in
the world; that is, a prideful person sought to be a
god unto himself (Psalm 10.4). Humble people sought
to depend and trust upon God, underscoring this
dependence with obedience to God’s will (Zephaniah
2.3; 3.12). Through humility, one could maintain a
proper relationship with God, but a life of pride led
one to usurp God’s authority which brought about a
false understanding of the world and destruction in
life (Jeremiah 9.16; Proverbs 16.18). Humility was
therefore understood to be central to the basic rule
of life for the people of God (Proverbs 3.34; 11.1-2;

Micah 6.8).
Modern struggles with humility come from two sources.
The first source is an anthropocentric view of the world.
When one sees themself or others as that which is most
important, then humility cannot be viewed favorably
because, by definition, humility involves the elevation
of another. The second source of struggle arises from
the false assumption that elevation another requires the
debasement of oneself; that is, to elevate God requires
one to engage in the practice of self-disparagement.
God is great, but people are worms! This view marks
an important confusion to be avoided. Humility does
not require debasement or self-disparagement. Rather,
humility is about properly recognizing one’s place in the
world. God is great and therefore he must be elevated
and obeyed. However, people are God’s precious creation.
When people understand themselves to be God’s creation
and live obediently to his commands they discover that
God elevates them in response, granting them honor and
glory.

The Text

Philippians 2.1-11: Be Humble Like Christ
The ancient Church wrestled with many issues,

but
none so great as the issue of what it meant to be the
Church. The Church is the physical representation of
the inaugurated Kingdom of God, a people living under
the reign of King Jesus. This people were meant to
demonstrate to the world the society and world God
was moving to create, a world order which would one
day replace the present world order. Simply put, the
Church was a new society, God’s Kingdom society, which
functioned in a vastly different way from the world
around it. This creates a dilemma for those who first
enter this new Kingdom society, a dilemma rooted in the
question of what it means to function as this new people
living under the reign of King Jesus. If one has never
lived in this new society then they have no idea of how
this new society is to function or what their place within
it might be. Therefore, the early apostles—and pastors
throughout the ages—spent a great amount of effort
helping these new Kingdom communities understand what
it looked like to be the Church, to function with God and
one another as God’s new Kingdom society. Such is the
case with the people of Philippi.

Paul reminded the Philippians that their citizenship lay

with this new Kingdom society and not with the world
around them (Philippians 3.20). This meant that they
answered to a different authority and lived by different
rules, a way of life based upon the proclaimed gospel
of Christ (Philippians 1.27). But the Philippians
were finding it difficult to live as a unique people in
a hostile world (Philippians 1.30). The bonds of this
new community were beginning to fray, particularly in
the way they related to one another (Philippians 4.2).
Therefore, Paul writes to encourage this community of
faith to continue to strive to be the Church, a unique
Kingdom society.

humility is to think more about God rather than less
about oneself. With this understanding of humility in
mind, Paul is able to encourage the Philippians to elevate
others around them rather than seeking to elevate
themselves. Humility makes this possible because the
humble person completely trusts God for his needs and
has no agenda other than God’s own. Humility is key to
making life as the new community of God possible. Only
with humility can this new community rightly live under
the reign of King Jesus, and only through humility can
they put down the pursuit of self-glorification which
threatens to tear the fabric of earthly relations asunder.

He begins by encouraging them to base their conduct

Paul notes that the virtue of humility is found in the
life of Christ himself. In his humanity, Christ modeled
humility in its perfect form. He did this by choosing
to elevate the Father. This is surprising because Jesus
himself is equal in standing with the Father, but as he is
moving to take on a human form, Jesus willfully set aside
his standing as God and emptied himself of power and
glory. Simply put, Jesus did not seek to be God but took
the proper place for one created by God. In this state,
he modeled humility (the elevation of God) through his
faithful obedience to the will of God even when this
obedience led to his physical death. In response, God
exalted Jesus, returning him to his highest place and
restoring his glory and honor.
Paul’s words here form some of the most beautiful
and poignant Christology in the entire New Testament,
but this was never his point. His point is actually much
more practical. Paul is arguing not only for a proper

first on their relationship with and experience of
Christ. If their faith relationship with Christ was
genuine, then the Philippians would greatly encourage
Paul if they would come together around a common
purpose and way of being as the Church; that is, Paul
longs for them to reaffirm a common commitment to be
the unique people of God. However, it is hard to be the
people of God, particularly hard to affirm a common
purpose and commitment. Paul reminds them that such
a task requires setting aside old ways of being based
on the values of the world around them. They cannot
seek their own advancement or glory if they are to be
a unified community. Instead, they must take up the
virtue of humility which would enable them to see the
value of others and to pursue the advancement of the
needs and interests of others.

It

is this statement about humility to which many
point claiming humility to be a practice rooted in selfdisparagement. Properly humble people are people
who do not see themselves as having worth or value.
Properly humble people set aside their worth and value
believing that others around them have greater worth
and value. This understanding of humility is based
on a misreading of the text. In this statement, Paul
is not defining humility but assumes a definition of
humility which makes the elevation of others possible.
The biblical understanding of humility is to willfully
lead a life which elevates, trusts, and obeys God. The
opposite of humility is pride which is to willfully lead
a life which excludes God. Simply put, to be prideful is
to be a god unto oneself. Humble people understand
themselves to be wonderful creations of God, but they
rightfully see God as their creator. In other words,

understanding of humility but also for how humility
works so the Philippians might pursue it. Humility is
thinking more about God, elevating him to his rightful
place and choosing to live in faithful obedience to his
will. In return, God cares for his people, honoring and
elevating them. Since this is the case, the Philippians can
take up the virtue of humility and put down practices
which elevate themselves. They can trust God to honor
and care for them.

Real life with Blake:

It is hard to be humble, particularly when humility is
all about how terrible you are, and this is what I have
always thought humility to be. In my mind, humble
people look around and see everyone else as better than
themselves. They put themselves on the bottom, deferring
to those around them who have greater worth and value,
which is everyone! Try that on for size for any length of
time and you will realize just how hard it is. It is hard
to live your life trying to see yourself as one who has no
worth or value in comparison to others. I have wanted to
be humble. It is impossible to be like Christ unless we are
humble, but I have long struggled to take up this virtue
of seeing myself as worthless. It should probably come
as no shock that we would find difficult anything which
defines us as worthless. To say we are worthless denies
the deep reality of being created in God’s own image. Or
to quote a common phrase, “God don’t make no junk!”
To define humility in this way cuts against the way we
are made. That means there is a really good chance
that humility doesn’t have anything to with us being
worthless. So, what does humility actually involve?

I am discovering that humility is not about thinking less
about myself, but it is about thinking more about God.
I don’t have to see myself as worthless to be humble. I
just have to see God as more, and in seeing God as more I
respond by yielding to and depending upon God. In other
words, my humility starts when I stop trying to be God,
taking care of everything and depending completely upon
myself. Humility starts when I stop trying to make my
way in the world and allow God to define and make my
way.

not always easy. I think my default position is to play at
being God. But as I push into community, I hear the story
repeated which reminds me I am not God, nor do I need to
be God, and I can relax and put on humility once more.

Real life with You:

What does it take to be humble? Many times the answer
we are given has something to do with taking up a
healthy sense of self-disparagement followed up by a
considerable dose of self-loathing. Is it any wonder
that we struggle with humility? Our problem with
humility is not that it is hard but we have misunderstood
it. Humility has nothing to do with thinking less of
ourselves and everything to do with thinking more about
God. One way to think of it is to understand ourselves
as beginning to take up humility when we begin to stop
playing God. Humility is about making room for God to
be God in our lives. Humility is necessary on the journey
of faith. It is the bedrock of a loving relationship with
God and others. The Church can’t exist without it, and
neither can we. Without humility, we are left to play
God and playing God is exhausting. Is it any wonder that
Jesus encouraged us that in coming and taking up his life
of gentleness and humility we would find rest for our
souls. So, what does it take to start picking up humility?
We begin when we start putting down our need to do it
all, to be God. This can begin with a simple breath prayer
like, “You are God, and I am not.” Or we can practice
pausing before responding to problems to ask God for his
wisdom and guidance. What is most important is leaning
into a faith community which reaffirms God’s goodness,
faithfulness, and role as sovereign Lord in our life.

Not only am I discovering what humility is, but as I
practice putting it on I am discovering God’s wisdom in
calling me to humility. Playing God is exhausting. It
takes me to places where I face things beyond my control,
experiences which then manifest themselves physically in
my responses of fear, jealousy, rage, judgment, anxiety,
and more. I grasp and strive, push and shove, all to no
avail. In the end, I am worn out and others around me
are wounded. But with humility, I do not need to grasp
or strive, push or shove. I hand myself over to God
and depend upon him as I live in faithful obedience. It
doesn’t take long before fear, jealousy, rage, and all
their companions begin to fall away because I don’t need
to control things. I am not God. Living in this way is
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