
Philippians Chapter 2 

A Deep Expository Study: The Mind of Christ, the Humility of 
God, the Working Out of Salvation, and the Lives That Make 
the Gospel Visible 

 

Introduction to Philippians Chapter 2 

The Chapter Where Heaven Stoops and Humanity Is Called to 
Follow 

Philippians chapter 2 is one of the most theologically majestic and practically 
demanding chapters in the entire New Testament. It opens with the most intimate of 
communal appeals -- four conditional clauses that are really four declarations of shared 
gospel reality -- and it closes with the commendation of two men whose lives embody in 
concrete, ordinary, costly ways the very pattern of Christ that the chapter describes. 
Between those two poles stands one of the most breathtaking theological passages in all 
of Scripture: the Christ hymn of verses 6 through 11, in which the arc of the Son of God 
from the heights of eternal glory to the depths of the cross and back to the pinnacle of 
cosmic lordship is traced in language of concentrated magnificence that has produced 
wonder, debate, and worship in equal measure across twenty centuries. 

The chapter does not allow the theology of the Christ hymn to remain in the realm of 
devotional admiration. It insists on the practical, daily, community-shaping 
implications of what it describes. The mind of Christ -- His orientation toward self-
emptying, servant-shaped, other-prioritizing love -- is the mind that Paul calls the 
Philippians to have in their relationships with one another. The pattern of Christ's 
descent and exaltation is not merely a doctrine to be held. It is a way of living to be 
embodied. The community that genuinely understands who Christ is and what He did 
will find that understanding pressing them irresistibly toward humility, toward the 
prioritization of others' interests over their own, toward the willingness to take the low 
place and trust God for the exaltation. 

Chapter 2 also addresses, more explicitly than any other section of the letter, the 
question of unity in the community. The appeal to 'be of the same mind' (verse 2) and to 
'do nothing from selfish ambition or vain conceit' (verse 3) suggests that the Philippian 
community, for all its genuine virtue and partnership in the gospel, is experiencing some 
strain in its internal relationships. Chapter 2 is Paul's most sustained and most 
theologically grounded response to that tension -- not a set of conflict-management 
techniques but a Christological vision that, when genuinely embraced, makes the petty 
competitions and self-assertions of community life look as foolish as they actually are. 

The Structure of Chapter 2 



The chapter moves through five major sections. First, the appeal to unity grounded in 
the shared realities of the gospel -- four conditional clauses that are really four 
affirmations building toward a single communal call (vv. 1-4). Second, the Christ hymn -
- the theological foundation of the ethical appeal, tracing Christ's descent from divine 
equality to the cross and His exaltation to universal lordship (vv. 5-11). Third, the call to 
work out salvation with fear and trembling, grounded in the reality that God is at work 
in the community producing both the will and the doing of His good pleasure (vv. 12-
18). Fourth, the commendation of Timothy -- Paul's spiritual son, whose pattern of 
other-oriented service exemplifies the mind of Christ (vv. 19-24). Fifth, the 
commendation of Epaphroditus -- the Philippian church's messenger, who risked his life 
in service of the gospel (vv. 25-30). 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we come to Philippians chapter 2 knowing that we are about to 
encounter the most demanding and the most beautiful ethical standard in the New 
Testament -- the mind of Christ. The One who was in the form of God did not count 
equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a 
servant. Lord, we know how unlike this we are. We know how tightly we grasp what 
we have and what we think we deserve. We know how rarely we genuinely consider 
others more significant than ourselves. 

So we ask for the very thing Paul prays the Philippians would have -- the mind of 
Christ. Not merely an intellectual understanding of the Christ hymn. Not the ability to 
outline its theological structure. But the actual formation of our inner life around the 
pattern it describes -- the self-emptying that trusts God for exaltation, the servant 
posture that finds dignity in the low place, the other-prioritizing love that looks not to 
its own interests but to the interests of others. Do this in us, Lord. In Jesus' name, 
Amen. 

 

 

Philippians 2:1-4 -- The Appeal to Unity: Four 
Realities and One Call 

Therefore if you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any 
comfort from his love, if any common sharing in the Spirit, if any tenderness and 
compassion, then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, 
being one in spirit and of one mind. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain 
conceit. Rather, in humility value others above yourselves, not looking to your own 
interests but each of you to the interests of the others. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Paul opens with four 'if' statements -- but they are not really questions. They are 
better read as 'since': since you genuinely have encouragement from your union 
with Christ, since you have the comfort of His love, since you really do share the 
same Holy Spirit, since there is real tenderness and compassion among you -- 



then here is what I am asking: make my joy complete. Be like-minded. Have the 
same love. Be one in spirit and purpose. Do absolutely nothing out of selfish 
ambition or the hunger for empty recognition. Instead, in genuine humility, 
actually consider others more important than yourselves. Stop staring at your 
own interests and start looking at what the people around you need. 

 

The Four Conditional Clauses -- Really Four Affirmations 

Paul opens with four 'if' clauses -- but in Greek (ei with the indicative), they assume the 
truth of what they assert. They are better translated as 'since.' The four conditions are 
four declarations of the shared spiritual reality that the Philippian community 
possesses. 'Since there is encouragement in being united with Christ' -- the paraklesis of 
union with Christ is the concrete, experienced reality of being held, sustained, and 
emboldened by the presence of the living Christ. 'Since there is comfort from his love' -- 
the specific consolation that comes from knowing one is loved by the One who gave 
Himself on the cross. 'Since there is common sharing in the Spirit' -- the koinonia of the 
Spirit, the deep mutual participation in the same indwelling Spirit that every genuine 
believer possesses. 'Since there is tenderness and compassion' -- the gut-level, whole-
person compassion that is the felt quality of life in a community that has been loved by 
Christ. Given all of this -- given that these four magnificent realities are genuinely true -- 
the single, practical response Paul asks for is unity. 

"Make My Joy Complete" 

The appeal is deeply personal. Paul has already told the Philippians that he prays for 
them with joy (1:4), that he rejoices in the advance of the gospel (1:18), that he will 
continue to rejoice (1:18). His joy is already real. What would complete it -- what would 
bring it to its full expression -- is the unity of the community he loves. The four 
expressions of the one call -- 'being like-minded, having the same love, being one in 
spirit and of one mind' -- are not four separate requirements. They are four facets of a 
single reality: the unified, Christ-formed community. 

"Do Nothing From Selfish Ambition or Vain Conceit" 

Verse 3 introduces the two specific vices that threaten the unity Paul is calling for. 
Selfish ambition (eritheia) originally described the self-promoting, party-building 
activity of a political operative -- the person who advances their own position not 
through genuine excellence but through maneuvering, coalition-building, and the 
strategic undermining of rivals. Vain conceit (kenodoxia -- literally, empty glory) is the 
hunger for honor and recognition that is unconnected to any genuine substance. These 
two vices -- the ambition that competes and the conceit that inflates -- are the specific 
destroyers of Christian community. Paul names them before he names the virtues 
because they must be identified and refused before the virtues can take root. 

"In Humility Value Others Above Yourselves" 

The positive counterpart to the two vices is stated with precise economy: 'in humility 
value others above yourselves.' The word for humility (tapeinophrosyne) was not a 



virtue in the ancient Greco-Roman world. It was associated with servility and weakness. 
Paul transforms it into the defining virtue of the Christ-formed community precisely 
because Christ Himself embodied it -- not from weakness but from the overflow of a love 
that genuinely valued the welfare of others above the maintenance of His own position 
and prerogatives. 'Valuing others above yourselves' is not the denial of legitimate self-
interest. It is the fundamental orientation of the heart that, when the interests of self 
and the interests of others come into conflict, consistently chooses the welfare of others 
as the governing priority. The direction of attention is the practical test: where are you 
looking -- at your own interests or at the interests of others? 

Key Observations 

• The four 'if' clauses are really four affirmations -- since all of these are 
true of you, this is the only coherent response. 

• Making Paul's joy complete is deeply personal -- the unity of the 
community completes the joy of the one who loves the community most. 

• Selfish ambition and vain conceit are named as the specific destroyers 
of Christian community -- political maneuvering and the inflation of self-
importance. 

• Humility is the governing virtue -- not weakness but the Christ-patterned 
valuing of others' welfare as the priority. 

• The direction of attention is the practical test -- where are you looking? At 
your own interests or at the interests of others? 

 

 

Philippians 2:5-11 -- The Christ Hymn: The 
Descent of God and the Exaltation of the Son 

In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus: Who, 
being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to 
his own advantage; rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a 
servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he 
humbled himself by becoming obedient to death -- even death on a cross! Therefore 
God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every 
name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and 
under the earth, and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 
glory of God the Father. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

In your relationships with each other, have the same attitude that Christ Jesus 
had. Here is what that attitude looked like: He was, in His very nature, fully God. 
He possessed genuine equality with God. But He did not treat that as something 
to hold on to for His own benefit. Instead, He emptied Himself -- He gave up the 
exercise of His divine prerogatives -- and took on the nature of a servant. He 



became genuinely human. And not only that -- as a human being, He humbled 
Himself even further, becoming obedient all the way to death. Not just any death. 
Death on a cross -- the most shameful, humiliating death available. Because of 
that descent all the way down, God raised Him to the highest possible place and 
gave Him the name above every name. The result: at the name of Jesus, every 
knee in heaven, on earth, and under the earth will bow, and every tongue will 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord -- to the glory of God the Father. 

 

The Structure of the Hymn 

Philippians 2:6-11 is widely recognized as one of the earliest Christian hymns -- a 
liturgical poem that the Philippian community may have sung or recited in their 
worship gatherings, and that Paul quotes here as the Christological foundation for his 
ethical appeal. It is a masterwork of compressed theology -- tracing the entire arc of 
Christ's existence from pre-incarnate glory through Incarnation, humiliation, death, and 
resurrection to cosmic lordship, all in six verses. The movement of the hymn is V-
shaped: a descent from equality with God through the cross, followed by an ascent to the 
pinnacle of universal lordship. The lowest point -- 'even death on a cross' -- is the hinge 
on which the entire narrative turns. The cross is not an interruption of the story. It is the 
decisive act that makes the rest of the story possible. 

"Being in Very Nature God" 

The hymn opens with a declaration of the pre-incarnate status of the Son: 'who, being in 
very nature God' (en morphe theou hyparchon). The word morphe (form, nature) refers 
to the essential reality of a thing -- not its external appearance but its inner nature and 
constitution. The Son was, in His very nature and essence, God -- fully, completely, 
genuinely divine. The participle 'being' (hyparchon) is continuous -- describing an 
ongoing state, not a temporary condition. The Son was -- and is -- in the form of God as 
His continuous, permanent, essential nature. This is critical for understanding what 
follows: what the Son gives up in the Incarnation is not His divine nature (which cannot 
be surrendered) but the expression and exercise of the prerogatives of that nature. 

"He Made Himself Nothing -- Taking the Very Nature of a Servant" 

'He made himself nothing' is the translation of ekenosen heauton -- He emptied 
Himself. This gives rise to the theological concept of kenosis -- the self-emptying of the 
Son in the Incarnation. The text itself provides the answer to what was emptied: He 
emptied Himself by taking the form of a servant. He did not become less God; He 
became also fully human. 'Taking the very nature of a servant' (morphen doulou labon) 
uses the same word morphe as verse 6 -- He who was in the form of God took the form 
of a servant. The parallelism is deliberate and precise. He who possessed the essential 
nature of God took on the essential nature of a slave -- the person at the very bottom of 
the ancient social hierarchy, the person with no rights, no autonomy, no status of their 
own. He entered the human condition genuinely -- subject to hunger, thirst, fatigue, 
pain, grief, temptation. 



"Even Death on a Cross" 

The descent continues. It was not enough to become human -- the humiliation reaches 
further. 'He humbled himself' -- He did not merely accept humiliation from outside; He 
actively, voluntarily chose it. The form that this voluntary humiliation takes is obedience 
-- 'becoming obedient to death.' And then the specificity: 'even death on a cross.' The 
three words 'even death on a cross' are the nadir of the entire hymn. In the ancient 
world, crucifixion was not merely a painful death. It was the death of the most extreme 
humiliation -- reserved for slaves and criminals, carried out publicly, designed to display 
the complete degradation of the victim. The Son of God -- who was in the form of God, 
who possessed equality with God -- died the death of a slave in disgrace. The descent is 
complete. Heaven's summit to a slave's cross. Eternal glory to temporal shame. This is 
the mind of Christ. 

"Therefore God Exalted Him to the Highest Place" 

The 'therefore' (dio) at the beginning of verse 9 is the hinge of the entire hymn. Because 
of the self-emptying, because of the servant posture, because of the obedience unto 
death on a cross -- God exalted Him. The exaltation is not merely a reversal of the 
humiliation. It is the direct, causal result of it. 'God exalted him to the highest place' -- 
the word (hyperupsoo -- to hyper-exalt) is unique in the New Testament and describes 
an elevation that exceeds anything previously known. Christ is not merely restored to 
the status He had before the Incarnation. He is exalted -- in His glorified, resurrection 
humanity -- to a position that surpasses everything, because He is now the risen, 
ascended, death-conquering Son of God, and the victory He has won is greater than any 
status He previously held. 

"Every Knee Should Bow -- Every Tongue Confess" 

Verses 10-11 draw on the language of Isaiah 45:23 -- a passage in which God declares 
that every knee will bow to Him and every tongue swear allegiance to Him. Paul applies 
this passage -- originally a declaration of the exclusive sovereignty of Israel's God -- to 
Jesus Christ. Every knee in heaven, on earth, and under the earth will bow to the name 
of Jesus. Every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord. The scope is total, the 
submission is universal, the confession is final. 'To the glory of God the Father' -- the 
final phrase is the theological frame within which the entire hymn is set. The Father is 
glorified in the exaltation of the Son -- because the Son's willingness to descend and the 
Father's act of exaltation together constitute the most magnificent display of the 
character of God that the universe has ever witnessed. 

Key Observations 

• The hymn traces a V-shaped arc -- descent from divine equality through the 
cross, followed by exaltation to universal lordship. 

• 'Being in the form of God' describes the Son's continuous, essential, 
unqualified deity -- what He is, not merely what He appears to be. 

• The self-emptying (kenosis) is accomplished not by becoming less 
God but by taking on the servant form -- the addition of human nature in its 
most vulnerable, lowest form. 



• 'Even death on a cross' is the nadir -- the most shameful death available in 
the ancient honor-shame world, chosen voluntarily by the One who possessed 
every honor. 

• The 'therefore' of verse 9 establishes that the exaltation is the direct 
result of the humiliation -- the cross makes the resurrection cosmically 
appropriate. 

• The divine name given to Jesus (Lord/Kyrios) is the YHWH name of 
Israel's God -- the highest possible Christological claim. 

• The universal confession is to the glory of God the Father -- the Son's 
exaltation and the Father's glory are in perfect coordination. 

 

 

Philippians 2:12-18 -- Work Out Your Salvation: 
The Divine Working and the Human Responding 

Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed -- not only in my presence, 
but now much more in my absence -- continue to work out your salvation with fear 
and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his 
good purpose. Do everything without grumbling or arguing, so that you may 
become blameless and pure, 'children of God without fault in a warped and crooked 
generation.' Then you will shine among them like stars in the sky as you hold firmly 
to the word of life -- and then I will be able to boast on the day of Christ that I did not 
run or labor in vain. But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the 
sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you. 
So you too should be glad and rejoice with me. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

So, my dear friends, you have always obeyed -- not just when I was there 
watching, but even more now that I am away. Keep doing that. Work out your 
salvation -- bring it to full expression in your daily life -- with a seriousness and 
reverence appropriate to what you are handling. Here is the reason you can do 
this: it is God Himself who is working in you, producing both the desire and the 
ability to do what pleases Him. So do everything -- and I mean everything -- 
without grumbling or arguing. Live in such a way that you are genuine and 
blameless, children of God who stand out from the crooked and twisted 
generation around you. You will shine in the middle of the surrounding darkness 
like stars in the night sky, as long as you hold tightly to the word of life. Even if 
my own life is poured out as an offering alongside your service of faith, I am glad 
-- completely glad. And I want you to be glad with me. 

 

"Work Out Your Salvation With Fear and Trembling" 



This verse has been the source of enormous theological misunderstanding -- frequently 
misread as a call to earn salvation through effort. Read carefully, it says nothing of the 
kind. 'Work out' (katergazesthe) does not mean work for or work toward. It means work 
out -- to bring something to its full expression and completion, to take what has been 
given and live it out to its fullest extent. The salvation that is to be worked out is not 
something the Philippians are trying to acquire. It is something they have already 
received. The call is to bring that received salvation to full expression in the daily, 
concrete, communal life of the community. 'With fear and trembling' -- not the 
paralyzing terror of someone uncertain whether they are saved, but the reverent, sober 
awareness of the weight of what one is handling. Fear and trembling in the Old 
Testament typically describe the appropriate human response to the presence and 
activity of God. It is the posture of someone who takes seriously the seriousness of what 
they are doing -- not anxious but reverent. 

"For It Is God Who Works in You to Will and to Act" 

The theological ground for the human working is stated immediately: 'for it is God who 
works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose.' The human working 
and the divine working are not in competition. They are not alternatives. The human 
working is possible, and is called for, precisely because the divine working is already 
underway. God is at work in you -- both in the willing (the desire and intention) and in 
the doing (the actual accomplishment). The word for 'works' (energeo -- from which we 
get energy) is the same word used in Ephesians 1 for God's working out of everything in 
conformity with His will. The energy of God is the engine of human faithfulness. This 
verse is one of the most carefully balanced statements of the relationship between divine 
sovereignty and human responsibility in the entire New Testament. Neither side is 
collapsed into the other. God works -- absolutely, sovereignly, energetically. And the 
believer works -- genuinely, responsibly, consequentially. 

"Do Everything Without Grumbling or Arguing" 

From the grandeur of verse 13 to the apparently mundane specificity of verse 14 is a 
characteristic Pauline move. 'Do everything without grumbling or arguing.' The two 
words (goggysmos -- grumbling, and dialogismos -- arguing) carry the echo of Israel in 
the wilderness -- the grumbling against Moses and Aaron, the arguing about God's 
provision, the chronic dissatisfaction and complaint that characterized the generation 
that wandered for forty years (Exodus 16, Numbers 14). The grumbling and arguing that 
Paul warns against are the specific expressions of selfish ambition and vain conceit 
(verse 3) in communal daily life -- the low-grade dissatisfaction that finds fault with 
leadership, the chronic complaint about circumstances, the argumentative spirit that 
insists on its own position. These are not dramatic sins. They are the ordinary, corrosive 
vices that, accumulated over time, can erode the joy and unity of the most genuinely 
grace-filled community. 

"You Will Shine Like Stars in the Sky" 

The purpose of the grumble-free, argue-free life is the display of the gospel in contrast to 
the surrounding culture. 'Blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a warped 
and crooked generation' -- the language echoes Deuteronomy 32:5. The Philippians are 



to be the opposite of that failure -- the community that genuinely embodies the 
character of God's children, visibly and compellingly, against the backdrop of a culture 
that is 'warped and crooked.' The specific image Paul uses for this display is luminous: 
'you will shine among them like stars in the sky.' The stars shine not by effort or 
performance but by nature -- by what they are. The community that is genuinely living 
the Christ-formed life of chapter 2 shines not because it is trying to make an impression 
but because it genuinely is what the surrounding darkness is not. And the shining is 
inseparable from the holding: 'as you hold firmly to the word of life.' The community's 
visibility as light is the direct expression of their grip on the gospel. 

Key Observations 

• 'Work out your salvation' means bring to full expression what has 
been received -- not work toward what has not yet been given. 

• 'Fear and trembling' is reverent sober-mindedness, not paralyzing 
uncertainty about one's standing before God. 

• The divine working (God works in you) is the ground and enabler of 
the human working -- not in competition but in coordination, producing both 
the will and the doing. 

• Grumbling and arguing are the specific wilderness-echo vices that 
corrode community -- ordinary but cumulatively devastating. 

• Shining like stars describes not performance but nature -- the 
community that genuinely is what it is called to be becomes visible by contrast 
with the surrounding darkness. 

• The drink offering image is Paul's most complete personal expression 
of the mind of Christ -- his own life poured out as joyful accompaniment to 
the community's primary offering of faith. 

 

 

Philippians 2:19-24 -- Timothy: The Pattern Made 
Personal 

I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that I also may be cheered 
when I receive news about you. I have no one else like him, who will show genuine 
concern for your welfare. For everyone looks out for their own interests, not those of 
Jesus Christ. But you know that Timothy has proved himself, because as a son with 
his father he has served with me in the work of the gospel. I hope, therefore, to send 
him as soon as I see how things go with me. And I am confident in the Lord that I 
myself will come soon. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

I am hoping in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon -- and when I hear 
back news about how you are doing, it will cheer me up too. He is genuinely 



unique. I have no one else like him who will truly care about your wellbeing. 
Honestly, most people are primarily looking out for their own interests rather 
than the interests of Jesus Christ. But you already know Timothy's track record -- 
he has proved himself. He has served alongside me the way a son serves with his 
father in the work of the gospel. So I hope to send him as soon as I can see how 
my own situation develops. And I am confident in the Lord that I will come to you 
myself before long. 

 

"I Have No One Else Like Him" 

The commendation of Timothy follows the Christ hymn with deliberate structural logic. 
Paul has just described the mind of Christ -- the pattern of self-emptying, other-
prioritizing, servant-natured love. He now points to a living embodiment of that pattern 
in a specific, named, real human being. Timothy is the proof that the mind of Christ is 
not an impossible ideal. It is a genuinely livable reality -- one that Paul has watched 
Timothy live, consistently and genuinely, over years of shared ministry. 'I have no one 
else like him' -- the Greek (isopsychos -- literally, of equal soul) means someone who 
shares the same inner orientation, the same fundamental disposition, the same 
governing values. Paul is saying that Timothy shares his own soul -- the same passionate 
commitment to the gospel, the same orientation toward the welfare of others rather 
than self-advancement. 

"Who Will Show Genuine Concern for Your Welfare" 

The specific quality Paul highlights is exactly what he called the Philippians to in verse 
4: looking not to one's own interests but to the interests of others. 'For everyone looks 
out for their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. But you know that Timothy has 
proved himself.' The contrast Paul draws is stark. Timothy's concern for the Philippians' 
welfare is an expression of genuine gospel love, not professional ministry duty or 
personal affection only. He serves them because they belong to Christ, and serving what 
belongs to Christ is how Timothy understands his entire life. The relationship between 
Paul and Timothy is described in the most personal and tender terms: 'as a son with his 
father he has served with me in the work of the gospel.' Timothy has not merely learned 
the gospel from Paul. He has learned Paul -- and through Paul, he has been formed into 
a living embodiment of what the gospel produces. 

Key Observations 

• Timothy is the walking demonstration that the mind of Christ is 
genuinely livable -- not an impossible ideal but an actual human possibility 
empowered by the Spirit. 

• Isopsychos (of equal soul) describes Timothy's fundamental inner 
orientation as genuinely aligned with Paul's -- a shared disposition, not 
merely a shared theology. 



• Timothy's concern for the Philippians' welfare is the direct expression 
of the look-to-others'-interests call of verse 4 -- embodied in a specific, 
real person with a track record. 

• The father-son relationship between Paul and Timothy is the model of 
gospel formation -- not instruction alone but shared life, shared suffering, 
shared labor, shared joy. 

 

 

Philippians 2:25-30 -- Epaphroditus: When the 
Gospel Costs Everything 

But I think it is necessary to send back to you Epaphroditus, my brother, co-worker 
and fellow soldier, who is also your messenger, whom you sent to take care of my 
needs. For he longs for all of you and is distressed because you heard he was ill. 
Indeed he was ill, and almost died. But God had mercy on him, and not on him only 
but also on me, to spare me sorrow upon sorrow. Therefore I am all the more eager 
to send him, so that when you see him again you may be glad and I may have less 
anxiety. So then, welcome him in the Lord with great joy, and honor people like him, 
because he almost died for the work of Christ. He risked his life to make up for the 
help you yourselves could not give me. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

I am sending Epaphroditus back to you -- and I want you to know what kind of 
man he is. He is my brother, my co-worker, my fellow soldier in this battle. He is 
your messenger, the one you sent to take care of my needs here. He has been 
missing you terribly and was genuinely distressed when he found out that word 
got back to you that he was sick. And he was sick -- seriously, almost fatally sick. 
But God had mercy on him. And not just on him -- on me too, because I would 
have been devastated if I had lost him on top of everything else. So I am sending 
him back as soon as possible so that you can see him again and be glad, and so I 
can have some of my anxiety lifted. Welcome him -- in the Lord, with real joy. 
And honor people like him. Because he came close to dying for the work of Christ. 
He gambled his life to bring you what you could not bring me yourselves. 

 

Three Descriptions, Three Relationships 

Paul lavishes five descriptors on Epaphroditus in verse 25, organized around his three 
relationships. In relation to Paul: 'my brother, co-worker and fellow soldier.' In relation 
to the Philippians: 'your messenger.' In relation to Paul's need: 'whom you sent to take 
care of my needs.' Brother (adelphos) -- the family bond, the shared identity as children 
of the same Father. Co-worker (synergos) -- the partnership in the work of the gospel, 
the shared labor toward shared goals. Fellow soldier (systratiotes) -- the companion in 
the spiritual warfare, the one who has stood in the same battle, shared the same risks, 



held the same ground. These three descriptions together paint a picture of a relationship 
of extraordinary depth -- the intimacy of family, the collaboration of shared mission, the 
solidarity of shared conflict. 

"He Almost Died for the Work of Christ" 

The word for 'risked his life' (paraboleusamenos) is literally to cast aside caution, to 
gamble with one's life, to stake everything on a hazardous outcome. Epaphroditus 
carried the Philippians' gift to Paul -- a journey that, in the circumstances of Paul's 
imprisonment, carried real risk. He then fell gravely ill -- perhaps in the service of Paul's 
practical needs. He was not protected from the cost of his service. He nearly paid with 
his life. Paul calls this what it is: near-death for the work of Christ. Not dramatizing it, 
not minimizing it -- naming it accurately. And then he instructs the Philippians to 
welcome Epaphroditus with great joy and to honor people like him. 'People like him' -- 
not celebrities, not platform leaders, not the famous or the theologically brilliant, but 
the ones who risked everything in faithful, costly, unglamorous service of the gospel and 
of God's people. 

"God Had Mercy on Him -- and Not on Him Only but Also on Me" 

Paul's account of Epaphroditus's illness reveals his own emotional investment. 'God had 
mercy on him, and not on him only but also on me, to spare me sorrow upon sorrow.' 
Paul would have grieved the loss of Epaphroditus deeply -- piling onto the sorrow of his 
imprisonment and his concern for the Philippians the sorrow of losing a brother and co-
worker. God's mercy in sparing Epaphroditus is experienced by Paul as mercy toward 
himself as well. This is a remarkably human moment in the letter. Paul does not present 
himself as having transcended grief or as being indifferent to loss. He would have been 
devastated. The relief he expresses at Epaphroditus's recovery is genuine and 
unguarded. The same man who says 'to die is gain' is also the man who would have been 
crushed by the death of his brother and co-worker. Both are true. 

Key Observations 

• Epaphroditus's three descriptors (brother, co-worker, fellow soldier) 
describe a relationship of extraordinary depth -- family, shared mission, 
and shared warfare. 

• 'He almost died for the work of Christ' is Paul's honest naming of the 
cost of faithful service -- unglamorous, uncelebrated, and genuinely life-
threatening. 

• God's mercy in sparing Epaphroditus is also mercy toward Paul -- 
revealing the pastoral tenderness of the God who cares about His servants' grief. 

• 'Honor people like him' is a community formation instruction -- the 
community that honors the costly, unglamorous servants has understood the 
mind of Christ. 

 

 



What This Chapter Means for Us Today 

1. Let the Christ Hymn Reshape Your Self-Understanding -- 
and Your Community 

Philippians 2:6-11 is not primarily a passage for Christological debate -- though it is that. 
It is primarily a passage for the formation of the Christian character. The One who was 
in the form of God took the form of a servant. The One who possessed every right to the 
highest place chose the lowest. If this is who Christ is -- and this is who Christ is -- then 
the community that belongs to Him will be formed in His image. The question this 
passage asks of every believer is not: do you believe in the Incarnation? It is: does the 
pattern of the Incarnation shape the way you live in community, in marriage, in 
friendship, in your relationship to those who have less power than you? 

2. Understand That God Is Working in You -- and Work With 
Him, Not Instead of Him 

The relationship between 'work out your salvation' and 'it is God who works in you' is 
the fundamental framework of the Christian life. You are not passive -- you work, you 
choose, you act, you pursue. But you are not the engine -- God is at work in you, 
producing both the desire and the accomplishment. The believer who understands this 
is neither lazy (God will do it without me) nor anxious (I must do it on my own). They 
are responsive -- alert to the Spirit's prompting, cooperative with the divine working, 
genuinely active in what God is genuinely energizing. 

3. Take Grumbling More Seriously Than You Do 

The instruction to do everything without grumbling or arguing is so straightforward and 
so routinely ignored that it deserves more direct attention than it typically receives in 
the contemporary church. The ambient level of complaint, criticism, dissatisfaction, and 
argumentativeness in most Christian communities is significantly higher than 
Philippians 2:14 permits. Grumbling is not a minor vice -- it is the expression of a heart 
that has not genuinely received what God has given, that has not genuinely trusted that 
God is working all things together for good, that prefers the comfort of complaint to the 
discipline of gratitude. 

4. Honor the Costly, Unglamorous Servants in Your 
Community 

The instruction to 'honor people like him' -- people like Epaphroditus, who risked 
everything in quiet, costly, unglamorous service -- is a direct challenge to the celebrity 
culture that has infiltrated much of contemporary Christianity. The community that 
reserves its honor for the large-platform people, the theologically sophisticated, or the 
organizationally impressive has reversed the values of the Christ hymn. The One who 
descended to the lowest place is the One who is most exalted. The community that takes 
this seriously will find ways to honor the ones who serve in the unglamorous places -- 



the hospital visitors, the prison ministers, the small-group leaders who show up week 
after week. 

5. Let Your Life Be the Embodiment of the Gospel You 
Profess 

The image of shining like stars in a dark and crooked generation (verse 15) is not a call 
to impressive performance. It is a call to genuine character -- to being, in the quality of 
your communal life, the contrast that makes the surrounding darkness visible by 
comparison. The church that is genuinely united, genuinely humble, genuinely other-
oriented, genuinely grumble-free, genuinely willing to risk everything in the service of 
others -- that church does not need a marketing strategy. It shines. The quality of the life 
is the testimony. The embodiment of the Christ pattern is the most powerful 
proclamation available. 

 

How This Chapter Relates to Today 

Philippians chapter 2 speaks with extraordinary precision into the specific spiritual 
diseases of the contemporary church. The selfish ambition and vain conceit that Paul 
warns against in verse 3 are the governing values of the social media era -- the curation 
of a personal brand, the accumulation of followers, the competitive positioning for 
platform and influence. These are not merely secular vices. They have infiltrated the 
church thoroughly, producing celebrity pastors, ministry empires built on personality 
rather than character, and congregations that function as audiences for a performer 
rather than communities formed by the mind of Christ. 

The Christ hymn is the antidote to all of this -- not because it provides a different 
strategy for building a platform but because it subverts the entire value system that 
makes platforms the goal. The One who could have chosen the highest place chose the 
lowest. The One who possessed every divine prerogative chose to exercise none of them 
for His own advantage. The One whose name is above every name was given that name 
because He first took the name that is below every name -- the slave, the criminal, the 
crucified. 

The community that genuinely embraces this pattern will be genuinely different from 
the surrounding culture -- not in its marketing, not in its language, not in its 
programming, but in the quality of its relationships, the direction of its ambitions, the 
willingness of its members to take the low place and honor the unglamorous servant, 
and the way it handles conflict, power, and the perennial temptation of selfish ambition 
and vain conceit. This is what it looks like for the word of life to be held firmly while the 
community shines like stars. 

 



 

 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we have walked through Philippians chapter 2 and we are undone by 
the standard -- and by the One who set it by embodying it first. The One who was in the 
form of God became a servant. The One who possessed equality with God did not grasp 
it for His advantage. The One who had every right to the highest place chose the lowest. 
He descended all the way to the cross -- even death on a cross -- and was raised to the 
highest place because of it, because of Your faithfulness and Your justice and Your love. 

Lord, we confess that we do not naturally have this mind. We grasp. We maneuver. We 
look to our own interests first and to others' interests when it is convenient. We 
grumble. We argue. We inflate our own importance and minimize others'. We are far 
more like the world around us than we are like the Christ whose name we bear. 

So we ask for the very thing Paul prays for and describes and embodies in this chapter. 
Give us the mind of Christ. Not as a doctrine we hold but as a disposition we inhabit -- 
the actual, daily, community-shaping orientation that genuinely values others above 
ourselves, genuinely looks to others' interests, genuinely takes the low place and trusts 
You for the exaltation. 

Work in us -- both the willing and the doing. We cannot produce this by effort or 
discipline alone. You must energize it from within. So work in us with the same energy 
that raised Christ from the dead. Let us shine like stars. And Lord, let us honor the 
Epaphrodites -- the ones who risked everything in quiet, costly, faithful service. Let us 
be people of the cross -- the community whose values are shaped by the One who 
descended to the lowest place and was raised to the highest. To whom be glory, in the 
church and in Christ Jesus, forever and ever. Amen. 

 


