
 

Waukesha Bible Church is a family of families seeking to live in the Storyline of the Bible.  She is determined by design to have 

a God-centered, Christ-exalting worship; a Word-centered teaching focused on personal discipleship through intentional and 

systematic instruction; a Global-impacting mission that resolves to be a church planting church; and a Grace-based 

fellowship where disciples are invited to live under a reigning grace characterized by a Gospel-driven sanctification that 
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Greetings: 
 
The study that Pastor Pat brings on Sunday mornings is a reflection of the study for that 
week.  It represents a lot of research.  Not all of what he has prepared is communicated.  
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They are edited, but not “book” ready.  To the critical eye mistakes can be found.  So he 
asks that you take the material with humility, teach-ability, and charity. 
 
Enjoy and if you should have any questions or corrections, please do not hesitate to 
email him at pastorpat@waukeshabible.org. 
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“Being of the Same Mind” 
Philippians 2:1-11 (vv. 1-4)1 

Prepared by Patrick J. Griffiths 
 
The Church is under persecution.  Within the context of suffering there is significant in-house 
fighting (1:28-30).  Paul calls them to “stand firm in one spirit, with one mind striving together 
for the faith of the gospel” (1:27).  This kind of camaraderie is the result of enduring hardship 
and adversity.  Such transparency is not born in any other context than the shared battle.   
 
Paul’s passion for body unity and relational harmony comes to the fore in this paragraph.  
Unity, as he will show, is a result of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Philippians 2:1-4 describe how 
standing firm and striving together happens.  It is only when we lose ourselves within the 
community that oneness of mind and spirit happens.  It is possible to lose oneself in the 
minutia of the language.  Paul’s intent is not an overbearing precision, but an avalanche of 
energy and fervor of communication. 
 

He uses words big in meaning, compacted into brief verbless phrases; rare words; and words never 
found anywhere else in the NT.  He piles clause on top of clause, beginning each clause with the same 
word.  He does all this as if searching for ways to make his readers both think and feel deeply about the 
essential nature of harmony and its necessity within the Christian community.  It is clear in any case that 
Paul puts the force of fine rhetoric to work to impress upon his audience the importance of fundamental 
Christian ideas – unity based on humility and self-sacrifice.2 

 
There is a tumbling turbulence of internal emotion existing within anyone who addresses 
tension within a local church (or any relationship for that matter).  As we flow through the 
rapids constituting this passage, we must remind ourselves how every exhortation is 
descriptive of Jesus Christ.  This is what God looks like.  Paul invites the church toward open 
unity.3 
 
However, unity through conformity is not the end.  There is a unity within our penal system 
that is not to be envied, but is necessary for control.  The unity found in the body of Christ is 
one of celebrated diversity and uniqueness and personality and individualism, but buried and 
rose in Christ.  Christ is the common pursuit and goal of each member so that the community 
is unified.  This idea is strengthened when reading 1 Corinthians 12:12, 13; Ephesians 2:11-22; 
Galatians 3:23-29; etc. The rights and feelings and emotions we have individually are 
secondary to the greater pursuit of the gospel and Christ is the gospel.   
 

Here, then, is Paul’s basic response to the (apparently) petty grumbling and bickering going on among 
some within the believing community in Philippi, a kind of unrest that not only dulls their witness within 
that city but at the same times erodes their ability to ‘contend side by side’ for the sake of the gospel in 
the face of strong opposition.4 

 
Let us now consider our text.  Initially, Paul begins with an invitation (vv. 1-2).  The 
“therefore” shows the necessary connection between what preceded and what follows.  It is 
important to remember how chapter/verse divisions were added later; they are not in the 
original letter.  The “if” of our text does not communicate uncertainty, but certainty.  Here, it is 
safe to assume the statements as true.5 
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Many interpreters prefer to translate ‘since …’ or ‘as sure as…’; this is grammatically possible and also 
makes good sense of for this reason (oun), confirming a logical link with Paul’s preceding remarks.6 

 
He lays down the reasons why they should be intent on one purpose (v. 1).  His evidence is 
compelling.  The questioning is rhetorical.  His statements offer only one conclusion.  Any 
other result is a travesty to the gospel.  The four pieces are slices from one pie.  Again, it is 
important to remember how, “The clauses are deliberately compressed and vague, since the 
appeal is primarily emotional.  That is, v. 1 is not intended to function as a set of our rational, 
theological arguments but rather as impassioned pleading.”7 
 
Verse 1 gives the basis or reason why Paul extends the invitation/appeal.  Four statements are 
made which some suggest is Trinitarian in nature: Encouragement in Christ, Consolation of 
love, Fellowship of the Spirit, and Affection and compassion.  The purpose of Paul’s request is 
no different than John’s (3 John 4). 
 

I have no greater joy than this, to hear of my children walking in the truth. (3 John 4) 

 
The result or outcome of the person and work of Jesus Christ is a unified body marked by 
mutual love first for God and then for one’s neighbor.  This is the sine quo non of the Story 
(Matt. 22:34-40; John 13:34, 35). 
 

34 But when the Pharisees heard that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered themselves 
together. 35 One of them, a lawyer, asked Him a question, testing Him, 36 "Teacher, which is the great 
commandment in the Law?" 37 And He said to him, "'YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH 
ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND.' 38 "This is the great 
and foremost commandment. 39 "The second is like it, 'YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS 
YOURSELF.' 40 "On these two commandments depend the whole Law and the Prophets." (Matt. 22:34-40) 
 
34 A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also 
love one another.  35 By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.  
(John 13:34, 35) 

 
Body unity is not something we strive for but work from.   
 

The apostle here uses a great variety of expressions to denote the same thing. The object which he aimed 
at was union of heart, of feeling, of plan, of purpose. He wished them to avoid all divisions and strifes; 
and to show the power of religion by being united in the common cause. Probably there is no single thing 
so much insisted on in the New Testament as the importance of harmony among Christians. Now, there 
is almost nothing so little known; but if it prevailed, the world would soon be converted to God.8 

 
The descriptive language of verse two9 makes all divided hearts long, yeah rather ache, for the 
experience, “Being of the same mind, maintaining the same love, united in spirit, intent on one 
purpose.”  Because verse one is true, verse two will follow (v. 2).10  The Body of Christ is 
comprised of many members (1 Cor. 12:20).  Often we define “member” as individuals.  
Although partially true, it is not the entire story.  The members comprising the Body are local 
churches.  Local churches are the various members making up the one body.  And local 
churches making up the one body transcend denominational idiosyncrasies and theological 
distinctions.  Like the statements in verse one, those in verse two can be viewed as 
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synonymous.  Is such possible when immaturity within the body is so prevalent?  Does not the 
believing heart throb for such unity of spirit?  How can such exist when the sowing of 
discord’s seed is so prevalent?  Division seems so much easier than edification.  Paul calls the 
church to “be of the same mind.”  “Like clocks that strike at the same moment. Perfect 
intellectual telepathy. Identity of ideas and harmony of feelings.”11  “United in spirit” literally 
means “one soul.”  The idea is that of “having your souls joined together. The word used here 
does not occur elsewhere in the New Testament. It means a union of soul; or an acting together 
as if but one soul actuated them.”12  
 
This leads us to his application (vv. 3, 4).  “He proposes some means to promote it.”13  In all of 
Paul’s language there is an accumulation of words to overwhelm the reader toward unity in 
Christ.  “Paul’s sentence now begins to get away from him, as he piles modifiers upon 
modifiers.”14  He contrasts two opposites through parallel statements. Each verse begins with a 
negative followed by a positive.  First, do not serve self.  He leads with a prohibition; do 
nothing from selfishness15 or empty conceit (v. 3a), do not merely look out for your own 
personal interests (v. 4a).  The word “empty conceit” “refers to personal vanity; it is the person 
who is conceited without reason, deluded, ambitious for his own reputation, challenging 
others to rivalry, jealous himself and willing to fight to prove his idea is right.”16  When we fail 
to focus on Christ we begin to center on self.  “A selfish spirit is destructive of Christian 
love.”17 
 
Look is a present active participle speaking to its continuous nature.  Stop looking at your own 
personal interests and start looking at Jesus (Heb. 12:1, 2).  The word ‘look’ is skopeo.  It is 
used here and in 3:17.  The noun skopos is used in Philippians 3:14.  The thought is of ‘taking 
aim, to mark.’  Do not mark yourself, but rather mark others. 
 
The contrast is set up by use of the contrasting conjunction (alla); do serve others.  The positive 
is for the church to regard one another as more important than oneself [lowliness of mind] (v. 
3b) and look out for the interests of others (v. 4b).  Throughout the exhortation is toward 
humility.  There are several authors who have done an excellent analysis of this singular 
thought.  For your enrichment they are listed as follows. 
 

Humility is the key to unity.18   
 
Humility is a uniquely Christian virtue, which, as with the message of a crucified Messiah, stands in utter 
contradiction to the values of the Greco-Roman world, who generally considered humility not a virtue, 
but a shortcoming.19 
 
The word indicates the recognition of one’s insufficiency but the powerful sufficiency of God.20 

 
This is the linchpin that guarantees the success of the Christian community.21 

 

Thus, the conclusion drawn, “The true obstacle to unity is not the presence of legitimate 
differences of opinion but self-centeredness.”22  The application of this truth is always difficult 
in the context of real relationships.  Humility does not necessitate the abandoning or 
abdicating of personal interests, only that the larger interest of the gospel takes precedence 
over personal interests.  What makes us unique is not forfeited by the gospel.  Who we are 
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personalizes the gospel.  “It is this alone which can foster genuine consensus amidst 
diversity.”23 
 

Our difficulty with this text is our propensity to see its application in the life of others; we fail 
to see how we make all of life about us.  When conflict arises, we fail to put ourselves in the 
position of the other and try to understand why their concern is raised or the tension exists.   
 
I will cite the illustration in verses 5-11 to complete the thought.  Verses 5 through 11 provide 
an illustration as to what this looks like fleshed out.  This text warrants a closer look and we 
will consider it independent of our present study.  If Jesus Christ is capable of such action, 
then so must we.  We can because Jesus did and does.  We can because the life we now live in 
the flesh we live by the faith of the Son of God (Gal. 2:20).  We can because as He was in this 
life so are we (1 John 4:17).   
 
The pinnacle or apex of Paul’s request is Jesus Christ Himself.  He is the oil within the engine 
keeping it from seizing up.  When His church does not seek Him, it will be non-functioning.  
The larger issue is the illustration itself as it supports Paul’s invitation.  The illustration reveals 
the depth of measure God took in securing this solidarity within the one body.  To act 
independent of this unity is to work contrary to the gospel itself. 
 
Jesus Christ is God.  Yet as God He voluntarily let go of His pre-incarnate glory and clothed 
Himself in humanity by taking on the appearance of a man and bringing into His person 
humanity’s nature.  This is condescension on His part.  He humbled Himself.  Yet His humility 
goes even farther.  His stooping is for the purpose of humiliation.  He becomes what we are in 
order to become the only means whereby the justice of God is satisfied and the debt of sinners 
is paid and the adoption of sons and daughters is secured.   
 
Yet it is not without reward.  His humiliation results in His exaltation.  Paul offers this thought 
as incentive.  The present humiliation concludes with future glorification.  The end enables the 
means.  The three-fold conclusion Paul drives at is rather simple.  It is the work of the Father 
and Son that causes the one body.  Apart from what they did/do, the church would not exist.  
Second, if the Son of God could suffer such humiliation for the purpose of serving others, then 
why cannot those whom He serves serve others?”  Third, humiliation precedes exaltation.  
This is what is to mark and will mark His people, His church, His body. 
 
What Jesus did through His death resulted in one body.  Although there are multiplicities of 
personalities within the one body, there is only one body.  All division assaults this singular 
idea.  We have so celebrated the individual that we fail to comprehend the community.24 
 

The idea that one can be in pursuit of Christ independent of the body of Christ is contrary to 
the New Testament picture.  I have great concern for those who belittle the local church.  There 
will always be those who put themselves above the church, but this is divergent from the New 
Testament and damaging to the individual. 
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Understanding a text exegetically is often the easiest part of the entire study.  Applying the 
text is where the difficulty comes in.  I know what this text says, but I do not necessarily like 
what it teaches. 
 
This text means something and it means something for you and me.  Before I leave this 
thought let me share with you the thoughts of N.T. Wright, Bishop of Durham within the 
Church of England (Anglican).  I am but a pastor of a small church yet I feel the tension and 
diffusion of strength of unfocused energy and personal interests.  What those in leadership feel 
who oversee vast bodies is beyond my experience. 
 

But before we get there, we should perhaps pause.  Reading these verses always makes me sorry; the 
church has so often got it so wrong.  How, I wonder, can we move beyond frustration and penitence, and 
towards getting it right in future?25 

 
In Christ we are already “one flesh.”  There is nothing anyone can do to undo family.  We 
might not get along with a sibling, but no matter what we do, we share the same biological 
makeup.  Having been born of God we have His seed abiding in us (1 John 3:9). 
 

No one who is born of God practices sin, because His seed abides in him; and he cannot sin, because he is 
born of God. (1 John 3:9) 

 
As Christians, God is our Father (Matt. 6:9) and we are brothers and sisters.  He now calls us 
“to get along.”  The means to this end of practicing one’s position is to move away from 
serving self (i.e., put off the old man) and begin serving others (i.e. put on the new man).  
Paul’s application by way of contrast is sobering.  We often do not see the “ugliness” of our 
old self.  What we deem as righteousness and purity is nothing more than self-righteousness 
and proud flesh.  God would have none of our idolatry of self.  We struggle with what we 
perceive to be impossible demands, yet such qualities are embedded in what it means to be a 
Christian or to have/possess the Christ-life.   
 
The concern is not for you and me to live selfless lives, but to seek Christ.  It is only as we seek 
Christ that we will set aside self and serve one another.  The call therefore is not for you to give 
up yourself in lieu of other Christians, but live out your life in pursuit of Christ and then such 
things as self interest simply fade away.  May the Holy Spirit drive home the application that 
is necessary and crucial for each one of us. 
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