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As we journey towards the end of the season of Lent, we are talking about the gifts we 

can give to Jesus. Jesus has given us innumerable blessings—things like peace, hope, love, joy—

and the least we can do in return is offer him gifts of our own. And maybe the greatest of those 

gifts consists in imitating him … having his mind, the mind of Christ. 

And that’s what the apostle Paul is talking about in the passage that was just read. But 

to fully understand what he means by that, we need a little background. This letter was written 

near the end of Paul’s ministry from a jail cell in Rome. Paul receives a gift from his old friends, 

the church in Philippi. They’re one of the first churches he started and are probably closer to 

him than any of the others. He’s overjoyed to receive the gift. 

But he’s also a little concerned. Because the person bringing the gift has news of what’s 

going on in Philippi, and it’s not all good. Apparently, there’s some sort of division going on in 

the church. Now, we don’t know exactly what it is. Paul doesn’t say. But we can make some 

guesses from what Paul wrote in some of his other letters. The church might be divided 

between its Jewish and formerly pagan Gentile members regarding who are REALLY God’s 

chosen people. Or there might have been disagreement over who had the most authority 

among the leaders of the church, whether it might be Peter, or Paul, or Apollos. It might 

possibly have been over which spiritual gifts—things like speaking in tongues, prophecy, or 

healing—were most important; and, by extension, who within the congregation was most 

important. Or it could simply have been over the proper form of worship. But whatever it was, 



it’s clear from the letter that Paul writes back to the Philippian church that something is wrong. 

Something is dividing the church and, if left unaddressed, might actually split it. 

And Paul understood what was behind this division. Pride. Whatever issue might appear 

to be dividing the church, the real issue—the root cause—was pride. The idea that I’m right and 

you’re wrong. Or, actually a little deeper than that, the idea that I HAVE TO be right and you 

HAVE TO be wrong. The idea that it’s “my way or the highway.” And behind the pride, 

underlying it and feeding it, the idea that I know better than you; that I AM better than you; 

and that because I know better and am better, I can tell you what to do—I can tell you the 

RIGHT way to believe; the right way to worship. 

Now, that’s not a concept that any of us are familiar with, is it? I mean, all you’ve got to 

do is look at our country. As our sources of news and information become more 

compartmentalized, feeding into and reinforcing what the different factions among us already 

believe, we are descending deeper and deeper into the mindset of us vs. them. I’m right and 

you’re wrong. Which, of course, translates into: I’m smarter than you, I’m better than you, and 

I’m going to either make you see things my way or I’m going to destroy you. 

And, I would love to say this attitude hasn’t infected our churches, but I’d be wrong. In 

fact, it’s been a part of the church pretty much since the get-go; at least since Paul sat there in 

that Roman jail, writing this letter to the Philippian church. The fact is, the church consists of 

people, and people are fallen. 



But that doesn’t make it any less depressing when we see it taking place and when we 

experience it for ourselves. We know it’s not what Jesus came for. We know it’s not what Jesus 

wants. We know there’s got to be an answer. What do we do? How do we fix it? 

And for Paul, the answer is simple. It’s what he tells the Philippian church to do in the 

scripture lesson we just read: Have the mind of Christ. 

Now, for those of you who have been in the Wednesday night Bible study, you’re 

probably sick of hearing me say this, but Paul’s explanation of what it looks like to have the 

mind of Christ in vv 5-8 here is absolutely stunning.  

Paul starts out, “even though he was in the form of God (or per the NIV, was “in nature 

of God”)”. Now, we more or less take it for granted that Jesus was divine, the 2nd person of the 

Holy Trinity. But back in the 1st Century church, this was a completely novel concept. How 

could Jesus, a human being, also be the one true God? Yet here, more clearly than anywhere 

else in all his letters, Paul makes exactly that claim. Jesus is God.  

And then he says something almost as outlandish, at least to our ears. He says that Jesus didn’t 

consider equality with God as something to be exploited (or, in other translations, “grasped,” or 

“used to his own advantage”). From our perspective, the whole point of having power is to use 

it. Yet for Jesus—for all-powerful God—it was just the opposite. 

And, in fact, Jesus went even farther than that. He didn’t just abstain from using his 

divine power, he emptied himself. What Paul is talking about here is the fact that Jesus, the 

second person of the Holy Trinity, voluntarily left the eternal realm of full, complete, absolute 

union with the other two persons of the Trinity; left the timeless realm of perfect peace, 



perfect joy, perfect love, to enter into the inherently constrained IMperfection of time and 

space; the dirt and the hurt and the pain and the squalor. Birth and death and all the messiness 

and pain in-between. 

And not only that, he humbled himself. You might think that as God incarnate, he would 

at least come as a king, living in a palace with servants and luxury, the seat of all earthly power. 

But instead, he was born in a barn to peasants in a poor backwater province of Rome. 

But that still wasn’t enough. He came because he had a job to do and remained obedient to 

that mission, despite the pain and the anguish. He was obedient to the point of death, even the 

horrible death of a traitorous criminal on a cross. 

Paul is telling his people, THIS—this example of ultimate humility—is who we say we 

follow. So, do we or don’t we? Do we have the mind of Christ?  

And, while Paul may have stated his case simply and concisely, it’s not simple at all. In 

fact, it was a hard word for the Philippian church to hear. It was also a hard word for the Roman 

church to hear in his letter to them. And the Corinthians. And the Galatians. It was such a hard 

word that Paul had to keep writing letters, over and over and over again to churches all over 

the known world to remind them, in one way or another, about this one thing. Have the mind 

of Christ. 

It was a hard word for the churches of Paul’s day to hear, and it’s at least as hard for us 

to hear it today. Because we live in a world where it’s all about attention; Andy Warhol’s 15 

minutes of fame, although now we might put it in terms of 15 million clicks or likes of fame. Our 

leaders at the national level, whether in politics or entertainment, relentlessly model arrogance 



and a hunger for power. And in doing so, they not only encourage the rest of us, they are also 

embodying our national identity. And anyone who doesn’t play that game is labeled weak, a 

pushover, a coward, a loser. In our culture, humility is almost a dirty word. 

And, unfortunately, it’s not just a dirty word “out there.” Far too often, what we see in the 

church—at least the stuff that gets all the attention—suggests that humility is just as hard to 

find here as it was in Philippi. (And if, at this moment, you’re feeling a little smug and thinking 

of folks who ought to hear this message, I’d suggest examining what that very impulse says 

about your own humility). 

Now, part of why we collectively have a hard time with humility is because we 

misunderstand it. We think it’s a sort of “I’m worthless and no good” kind of thing. We think it’s 

about thinking so little of ourselves that we let everyone else run over us. But that’s clearly not 

what Paul is talking about when he says to have the mind of Christ. Maybe the best definition of 

humility I’ve heard (other than this scripture) is from CS Lewis, who says, “Humility is not 

thinking less of yourself, it’s thinking of yourself less.” It’s being strong in your convictions but 

valuing other people, and your relationship with them, more than those convictions.  

And, the fact is, this kind of humility is even more important for us than it was for Christ. 

Because we aren’t God. And we do make mistakes. You might not be as right as you think you 

are. You never know. If you put down the sword and the shield long enough to listen to 

someone else, you just might learn something  

Paul’s central point is the same for us as it was for the Philippians. What’s more 

important? Being right—and insisting on convincing everyone else you’re right—or living in 



right relationship with one another? What’s more important, getting your own way, or having 

the mind of Christ. 

Which is not to say it’s easy. We’ve been struggling with it for well over 2,000 years. In 

fact, it is impossible for us fallen humans to have the mind of Christ. It is impossible for us NOT 

to tend towards arrogance, self-righteousness, and selfishness. It’s what it means for us to be 

fallen creatures.  

But what Paul is saying here is that arrogance, self-righteousness, and selfishness is not 

our core identity. We were created in the image of a God who IS love, who IS the loving 

community of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. That God loves us so much that he sent his only son 

out of the perfection of eternity and into the constriction of time and space, into obscurity and 

squalor, so that through his life, death, and resurrection, we might once again become the 

people we were created to be, people with that same sort of love, people with that same mind. 

And I think one of the best gifts we can give to God is to accept that gift; to allow God to 

transform our minds into the image of his mind. So, let’s do that today. 

 


