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Text 
If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any 

fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, 
2
 then make my joy complete by being like-

minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. 
3
 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain 

conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. 
4
 Each of you should look not only to your 

own interests, but also to the interests of others. 
5
 Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus. 

 

Introduction 
 Happy New Year!  I hope everyone had a great Christmas and a good New Year’s 

Day.  I know Andrea and I did and we’re excited about living this crazy life called 

Christianity with all of you for another year, should the Lord will it. 

 Many of you may have not been here on Christmas Sunday – two Sundays ago – 

and so I want to share with you something really cool that happened then which I still 

marvel at.  I can’t really take credit for it.  It was a God-thing.  It just so happened in our 

natural course through the book of Philippians on Sundays we arrived at the beginning of 

chapter 2 right at Christmas.  Now that’s really cool because there is perhaps no better 

Christmas text in all of the Bible than Philippians 2:6-7 – “[Christ Jesus] who, being in 

very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be [held onto], but 

made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human 

likeness.”  That’s what we celebrate at Christmas – the Incarnation/God becoming man to 

save us.  What kind of a God would do such a thing!?! 

 The answer is – our God, the God revealed to us in the Bible and in Jesus Christ, 

the God we gather together today to worship and adore because of his great love for us.  

He is a God far above everything and everyone, yet he is not above love.  I hope this past 

Christmas was a time where that truth delighted your souls again. 

 So we’ve looked at vv. 6-11 already – that great poem of praise to Christ.  But 

that poem, in the context of Paul’s letter, serves as an example of the kind of attitude that 

every Christian should have.  In vv. 1-5, which we’re going to go back and look at more 

in depth today, Paul is talking about church life.  More specifically he’s talking about the 

importance of unity within churches.  It’s a letter written to a specific church in the first 

century, but because it’s inspired by God and because human beings don’t change that 

much, it’s extremely applicable to churches today… our church. 
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 Estimates have anywhere from 70 to 200 churches in America closing their doors 

every week.  Every week!  Do you find that hard to believe?  I don’t.  As we traveled 

around Iowa, Illinois, and Indiana last week we saw scores of sleepy little churches that 

you could tell were all but dead – they had a look of former glory.  Up in Evanston where 

we used to live we watched as an old church building was converted into condos.  Maybe 

you don’t know this, but several church start-ups right here in the UIC area have come 

and gone in recent years.  It’s a sad fact that many churches that perhaps once started off 

as places where God was at work have imploded and unraveled and disintegrated. 

One example is the church I grew up in.  We went to the building last Saturday 

for the annual Carter soup dinner (ask Andrea sometime what it’s like to be in a room 

with 100 Carters).  While I was there I walked around, nostalgically reminiscing about 

my childhood there.  But there was something eerie about the place – everything was just 

like it was when I was a kid!  It’s like it’s locked in time.  They used to hang up little 

sacks on a bulletin board with the name of every family in the church for people to 

exchange Christmas cards and save a stamp.  They still did that, but the only difference 

was that several people had left and many had died and all that remains is a few sacks 

representing about 20 or so gray haired people.  It’s dead already and it’s only a matter of 

time until the doors are closed for good.  My point is, I’ve seen from the inside how 

churches die.  Nine times out of ten they die (quickly or slowly and painfully) as a result 

of people not getting along – bickering, infighting, quarrels, and factions.  It gets ugly.  

That’s what happened at the church I grew up in.  It was not a picture of unity.  People 

behave badly and some leave or others get run out and nobody new comes in.  Of course 

when a church is a place like that nobody looks at it and says, “I want what they’ve got,” 

and gives his life to Jesus and joins the community.  And so these churches die. 

It’s quite common and therefore it’s a possibility that every church has to take 

seriously, including our church.  Churches have to be places where people get along 

together.  Paul wrote to the church in Philippi in order to head off tendencies that would 

lead to the church self-destructing.  What he says is something we need to hear today and 

it’s just this: church unity requires Christ-like humility.  Will Immanuel continue to be 

a healthy place that thrives or will it fall apart.  It depends on how humble and Christ-like 

we are.  Church unity requires Christ-like humility. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Are You a Christian? 
 First off, let’s see how Paul introduces this topic.  He poses four conditions that 

he assumes characterize those in the church at Philippi.  Let’s go through them and ask 

ourselves if they characterize us. 

 

(1) First of all Paul says, “If you have any encouragement from being united with 

Christ…” (v. 1a).  I want to ask everyone here today – have you experienced 

encouragement from being united with Christ?  Does it thrill your soul to 

know that you were once separate from God, without hope in a dark world, 

but now you have been joined to Christ through your faith?  What’s yours is 

his, what’s his is yours.  Christ took your sins on himself on the cross and in 

exchange you receive his righteousness.  You’re “in him.”  When 
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discouragement sets in does remembering the fact that you belong to Jesus 

warm your heart and lift your countenance?  Has that reality ever hit home for 

you?  Is it precious to you to know that you’re nobody in and of yourself yet 

you are in an indissoluble with the King of kings and Lord of lords?  What the 

Father said of Jesus he now says to you – “This is my [son/daughter], whom I 

love, with [him/her] I am well pleased” (Mt. 3:17).  Do you have any 

encouragement from being united with Christ? 

(2) Secondly Paul says, “…if [you have] any comfort from his love” (v. 1b).  Has 

Christ’s love ever comforted you?  Does the loving presence of Jesus surround 

you as you face the trials and hardships of life?  Has the reality that Christ 

loves you with an everlasting love been a boon to your soul when everything 

around you comes crashing down.  Or has the light of his love brightened the 

darkness that seems to always be pressing in around you?  Have you ever 

found solace in the fact that “neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, 

neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, 

nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate [you] from the love of 

God that is in Christ Jesus [your] Lord” (Rom. 8:38-39).  Do you have any 

comfort from his love? 

(3) Thirdly, Paul continues, “…if [you have] any fellowship with the Spirit” (v. 

1c).  Have you sensed the Holy Spirit’s work in your life?  Does the he live in 

you?  Is there a daily, hourly, minute-by-minute intimacy with this member of 

the Godhead?  Has God come into your life and taken up residence and do 

you sense him refining you, changing you, guiding you, filling you with love, 

and joy, and peace, and all the other fruit he produces?  It’s a beautiful thing, 

this divine Counselor that walks with us everywhere we go.  Do you have any 

fellowship with the Spirit? 

(4) Fourthly and finally Paul says, “…if [you have experienced] any tenderness 

and compassion” (v. 1d).  Paul is piling clause on top of clause here in a 

rhetorical attempt to get the Philippians to really ponder the reality of their 

salvation and feel its weight.  And so likewise I ask you – have you been 

ravished by God’s deep passion for you and overwhelmed by his mercy – that 

though you were a lousy, hell-deserving, insolent sinner God had pity on you; 

his heart beat fast for you and he sent his Son to woo you to himself.  Does it 

make you blush to think about the excessive show of love and affection that 

God lavishes on you in Jesus?  Is that something that blows you away?  Have 

you experienced any of Christ’s tenderness and compassion directed at you? 

 

Are these realities that describe you?  Do you have any encouragement from 

being united with Christ, any comfort from his love, any fellowship with the Spirit, any 

tenderness and compassion?  Any?  Even the slightest bit?  In other words, are you a 

Christian?  That’s the first question I want to pose today to all of you – are you a 

Christian, are you born again, have you tasted of these spiritual realities, do you have a 

relationship with God through Jesus Christ on account of his death and resurrection and 

have you received the Holy Spirit as an interest-bearing deposit guaranteeing more to 

come: eternal life?  If not, God is offering it to you right now – flee your false security, 
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own your mess, and cling to the cross of Christ for mercy and meaning and forgiveness 

and freedom. 

 

Completing Paul’s Joy By… 
It’s amazing what we have in Christ and it becomes more amazing to me each 

year!  Paul starts off reminding his readers of what those things are as if to say, “This is 

amazing stuff, isn’t it?  And I rejoice that you claim to have experienced these realities, 

but if these internal, supernatural, invisible realities have really taken place in your life, 

then show me.  I want to see them.  I suspect that they have and it makes me happy, but I 

want full happiness that comes with full assurance that you have really tasted of the 

sweet, tender, mercy of Christ and are in him and that the Holy Spirit is purifying and 

refining you.” 

“Make my joy complete,” Paul says in v. 2, “by being like-minded.”  Literally – 

“think the same.”  Have these marvelous gospel realities taken root in your heart?  Then I 

expect to see a church that’s unified, where people are getting along, where there isn’t 

petty sparring and partisan politics.  He’s had nothing but praise and kind words to say so 

far, but he’s heard that there are some rumblings starting to happen.  We’ll see in chapter 

4 that two women in the church – Euodia and Synteche – aren’t getting along.  There are 

potential fault lines forming on which the church could split and disunity could erupt.  

And Paul wants to nip it in the bud and appeal to their salvation in Christ as a reality that 

should make them different from other human organizations and social groups. 

He exhorts them to be “like-minded,” to “think the same.”  First of all, what does 

this not mean?  It does not mean “having the same opinions about everything.”
1
  Church 

unity does not mean everyone’s favorite color has to be blue or everyone has to enjoy 

romantic-comedies or prefer classic rock or enjoy golf, shopping, British literature, or 

anything else of the sort.  Paul doesn’t have in mind a community of clones who are all 

the same.  In fact, churches should be precisely the opposite.  There should be diversity 

of class, culture, education, and ethnicity yet unified around something deeper. 

Paul goes on to unpack this more with a string of participles and phrases that 

build upon one another: 

 

(1) “Having the same love” (v. 2b).  A church that’s unified has people that love 

each other – big shock there!  They have experienced Christ’s love and 

tenderness and compassion and so they are free to and know how to extend 

that to others.  It goes back to what we looked at several weeks ago when we 

studied vv. 7-8 of chapter 1 – being a lover, having opened your heart wide to 

others.  Paul directly admonishes the members of the church in Philippi to 

genuinely love each other, to be concerned for each other’s well-being, to care 

about one another and desire to see them thrive.  Look around you… could 

you honestly say that you love the people in this room?  Every one of them?  

Really love them – hurt when they hurt, rejoice when they rejoice, want only 

the best for them?  Unity requires love. 

(2) “Being one in spirit” (v. 2c).  This is a single word here in the original 

language – an adjective – that means “harmonious.”  A church that’s unified is 

harmonious – again this isn’t earth shattering.  The opposite of harmony is 

cacophony, like if everyone in an orchestra was playing a different piece at the 
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same time.  When you’re part of a church you can’t entirely “do your own 

thing.”  You play your own unique part, but you have to see yourself as a part 

of a larger whole, harmonizing with others.  Are you doing your own thing in 

life, inconsiderate of your brothers and sisters around you or are you trying to 

harmonize and fit your life into the overall symphony of the community?  

Unity requires harmony. 

(3) “Being one in… purpose” (v. 2d).  Here’s another participle.  It means “intent 

on one purpose.”  A church that’s unified is composed of people whose lives 

are “directed toward a single goal.”
2
  We may not all like piña coladas or be 

called to work as computer programmers – a church that builds its unity 

around things like this is shallow – but we should all like Jesus and be called 

to work for the advancement of his kingdom in every sphere of life.  That’s 

something that we can rally around.  Paul exhorts the Christians in Philippi to 

get around this, to really have a heart that’s enthralled by God’s mission in the 

world through Christ’s body – the church.  If you join others in that singular, 

supreme purpose then it’s hard to fight over trivial matters.  Churches that lose 

sight of their common purpose quickly devolve into silly fighting and 

squabbles.  I love to hammer this home – church: we have an exhilarating and 

grand purpose handed down to us by Jesus.  It’s amazing.  The way we talk 

about it here at this church is that we’re about “transforming sinners into a 

holy people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ.”  Are your prayers and 

passions and pursuits part of this purpose?  Or are you dragging your feet, 

skeptical and critical and a nay saying?  Unity requires solidarity. 

 

Now listen up, here’s where Paul gets down to the nitty gritty. 

 

(4) “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider 

others better than yourselves” (v. 3).  Paul adds another description of like-

mindedness by stating negatively what can’t happen in churches and then 

positively what must.  A church that’s unified does not have glory seekers but 

rather people servers.  Why did the U.S. Olympic basketball team get beat in 

2004 or why can’t the Yankees seem to win the World Series even though 

they buy the best players?  Because puffed up, cocky individualists don’t play 

well on a team.  It doesn’t work.  The same goes for the church.  Know-it-alls 

who can’t be taught anything else, opinionated people whose opinions are 

always right, perfectionists who have no patience for imperfection in others, 

uppity people who look down their noses at others they feel better than, 

narcissists who think that the church somehow needs them, prima donnas who 

throw temper tantrums or retreat when they don’t get recognition or get 

jealous when others succeed, power-hungry people who refuse to do anything 

unless they can lead or at least have control, lazy and indifferent people who 

just want others to do all the work… any of these types of people in the 

church cause friction and disunity.  I have a friend who’s currently starting a 

new church and there have been several people come and go because they 

wanted to have power, most recently a really rich guy who flaunted his money 

at the church and expected to be immediately given a leadership position and 
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to preach.  Plain and simple: there is no place for egos in Christ’s church.  

Jesus is the only Lord of the church and he says, “If anyone wants to be first, 

he must be the very last, and the servant of all” (Mk. 9:35).  Jesus also said, 

“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth” (Mt. 5:5).  Paul is 

calling all Christians to swallow their pride.  When is the last time you’ve 

examined yourself for pride and asked God for a broken and contrite spirit?  

When is the last time you’ve allowed yourself to feel the weight of your own 

inadequacies and the limit of your power and the vast amount that you do not 

know?  Paul warns elsewhere, “Do not think of yourself more highly than you 

ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment” (Rom. 12:3).  Unity 

requires humility. 

(5) Finally, “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to 

the interests of others” (v. 4).  If you want a simple recipe for a healthy, 

unified church, here it is – take a handful of people who all constantly look 

out for others above themselves, mix them together, and voilà.  Lack of love, 

disharmony, purposelessness, and pride all stem from a bunch of people 

looking out for number one.  “Me, me, me, me… My wants, my needs, my 

space, my agenda, my time, my comfort.”  Our hippie parents raised a 

generation that was never told no, always got what it wanted, and in the end 

has become so self-centered they cannot even see outside themselves.  We’re 

so consumed with what’s going on with our own lives that we are oblivious to 

others.  Jesus said, “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Mt. 22:39).  Paul here 

says, “Don’t look out for your own things, but also for the things of each 

other.”  I grew up learning the acronym: JOY – Jesus, others, yourself.  JYO 

isn’t a word.  You can’t claim to put Jesus first in your life if you don’t put 

others above yourself.  You can’t.  How often do you defer to others, forsake 

your own preferences or privileges for the sake of another, squelch your own 

sense of being offended or hurt by others’ unintentional or intentional actions, 

go out of your way to encourage or help others in the church?  When is the 

last time that you have done something selfless for somebody else in this 

church? 

 

 I found a story that kind of exemplifies this kind of attitude.  It’s not a perfect 

illustration, but it works.  “Watchman Nee, the Chinese evangelist, tells of a 

Christian he once knew in China.  He was a poor rice farmer, and his fields 

lay high on a mountain.  Every day he pumped water into the paddies of new 

rice, and every morning he returned to find that a neighbor who lived down 

the hill had opened the dikes surrounding the Christian’s field to let the water 

fill his own.  For a while the Christian ignored the injustice, but at last he 

became desperate.  [He had to do something about this!]…  The next day the 

Christian farmer rose early in the morning and first filled his neighbor’s fields; 

then he attended to his own.”
3
  This is the kind of thinking that should 

characterize Christians in the church.  Even fellow believers are going to step 

on you at times.  Are you going to look out for yourself and retaliate or hold a 

grudge or are you going to serve them and bless them and care for them.  Are 



7 

you able to look outside of yourself and live for others?  Unity requires 

selflessness. 

 

The Imitation of Christ 

 And then v. 5 sums it all up in a nutshell.  It acts as the hinge between the 

exhortation in vv. 1-4 and the poem of praise in vv. 6-11.  Paul says, “Your attitude 

should be the same as that of Christ Jesus” (v. 5).  That attitude, the poem goes on to 

explain, was an attitude of humble, self-sacrifice.  The Christian life involves growing 

conformity to the image of Christ, following in his path of self-denial, putting others 

above yourself, and not being above love. 

I want to be clear about this: the call to come and follow Christ is a call to die to 

yourself, to put aside your own autonomy and surrender unconditionally to Jesus, to 

smother and suffocate your selfish nature.  You can’t have any encouragement from 

being united with Christ if you’re not united with him in his death.  Now it’s (relatively) 

easy to confess Jesus as Lord and claim to carry your cross if it’s just you.  But when 

Jesus calls you to take up your cross and follow him you find that in his trail there are 

others.  If you’re really following him, you can’t escape them.  How are you going to 

relate to them when they inevitably step on your toes?  You cannot claim to have died to 

yourself apart from the context of community.  God created the church and calls us into it 

so that we can really learn how to die to ourselves.  It’s not easy, but it’s what we’re 

called to do.  How are you doing? 

 

Application 
 Let’s get really practical.  How do I apply this to my life? 

 First of all, you have to join a church.  All of this makes no sense a part from the 

context of a commitment to a local body of believers.  So settle down into a church.  If 

it’s this church, great!  If it’s another one, that’s fine.  But pick a place and call it home.  

Give up your consumer mentality, shopping around for the church that has the best 

products, asking questions like, “What does it do for me?”  “What do I get out of it?”  “Is 

it meeting my needs?”  That’s just selfishness that prevents your getting down to the 

work of dying to yourself.  Realize that no church is perfect and throw yourself into one 

and serve and submit and sacrifice.  Join a church.  That’s a hard step for many, but it’s 

the first one in being obedient to this passage. 

 Secondly, if you’re a part of a church, resolve to go deeper in your relationships 

with people.  It’s risky business, I know, because it opens you up to hurt.  But again that’s 

what Christ calls you to do and there’s no way you can fulfill this kind of like-minded, 

loving, harmonious, purposeful, humble, self-less, Christ-like mandate if you keep 

everyone at an arm’s length, if your relationships are merely superficial.  You don’t ever 

fight because you don’t really relate.  So open up, stick your neck out, share your life 

with those in the church. 

 And then thirdly, once you do this, look for ways to die to yourself.  Look for 

ways to serve other people.  Pray for other people in the church.  Learn to bite your 

tongue or pry open your mouth (whatever the case may be).  Seek to be taught by others.  

Purposefully spend time with the person who naturally annoys you the most.  Go out of 

your comfort zone to make other people feel comfortable. 
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And then finally, if there’s somebody that you just can’t stand, that you can’t get 

along with, that’s a problem.  And it’s not the other person’s problem, it’s your problem.  

You have to forgive that person and cultivate an attitude of love toward them.  You can’t 

hold onto any grudges; “love keeps no record of wrongs” (1Cor. 13:5).  Even if it means 

being taken advantage of or hurt or walked all over, that’s what God calls you to do.  

That’s what Jesus did for you.  Have you experienced that? 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 We’re going to go into a time, like we do every week, of celebrating the Lord’s 

Supper together, coming back again to Jesus and the gospel.  If you have truly been 

united with Christ, comforted by his love, received his Spirit, relished in his tenderness 

and compassion then you will know that he is the supreme example of humility and 

condescension.  He was not above love, but refused to cling to his prerogatives as God, 

became a lowly human being and died on a cross – body broken and blood spilled – for 

his church.  And he calls us to reflect on this and let it shape the way we interact with 

each other. 

Christ’s joy is squelched when he looks at his church and sees people not getting 

along; when he sees some people avoid other people; when he notices tensions within 

marriages; when he overhears people talk about other people in the church with disdain; 

when there’s gossip and grudges and scowls; when people are disagreeable, cranky, 

critical, bitter, and mean-spirited.  So before we come to the table, let us examine 

ourselves for these sins and confess them to God.  Jesus says, “When you stand praying, 

if you hold anything against anyone, forgive him, so that your Father in heaven may 

forgive you your sins” (Mk. 11:25).  Maybe there is someone here that you have 

something against and before you come to this table to eat of this meal you need to let go 

of it; to truly and genuinely forgive that person in your heart.  Maybe it’s even something 

that you need to go tap that person on the shoulder about and go out into the lobby and 

confess to them the way you’ve held them in contempt in your heart and clear the air. 

 

Benediction 
May you get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every 

form of malice.  May you be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each 

other, just as in Christ God forgave you. – Ephesians 4:31-32 
 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 7, 2007.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was written to be 

delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who find 

eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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