
September 28, 2014 Pentecost 16
Philippians 2:1-3 Pastor Jeff Laustsen

“Honourable Living”
“Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves.”

When Beatrice Parker announced that she was retiring after having taught grade three at Westside
Elementary School for 45 years, plans were made to honour this beloved teacher.  Colleagues, former
students, and members of the community made plans for a retirement banquet that would be held in the
largest catering hall in town.  The school secretary when through her files for the names of all of Mrs.
Parker’s former students, and a committee went online to search for their current addresses so that as
many of them as possible would receive an invitation.  Donations were solicited from local businesses to
establish a scholarship to the local university in her name, and the city council voted to rename the street
adjacent to the school building in her name.  As the invitation responses poured in, it became clear that
this would be one of the largest celebration in the town’s history to honour the person who had taught in
its school longer than any other teacher.

When the day of the banquet arrived, there were cars with licence plates from across the country parked
throughout the community.  The banquet hall was filled to capacity, and it took Beatrice a long time to
reach her seat as she greeted so many of her former students.  Speeches were given by community
leaders and elected officials, and the mayor read a resolution naming the day as Beatrice Parker Day. 
Gifts included a lifetime membership in the local museum, a trip to Machu Picchu in Peru, and numerous
cards and plaques.  Finally, after many speeches by former students honouring their beloved teacher for
the many ways she had touched their lives, it was time for Beatrice Parker to speak.  Even though
arthritis had slowed her once-brisk walking pace, she was still able to speak as clearly and forcefully as
she had in front of her classroom.  She thanked all of the people who had planned this event, all who had
traveled a great distance to share in this celebration, and all of her fellow teachers at Westside.  Then
Mrs. Parker gave all of her students one final lesson that would be remembered long after the tables had
been cleared and everyone had returned home: “I am so thankful to all of you for all you have given me
this evening.  But remember, the best way to honour a person is not in what you give, but in how you
live.”

The best way to honour someone is not in what we give, but in how we live.

Beatrice Parker’s final lesson to her students echoes the lesson that Paul shares with the Christians in
Philippi in today’s Second Lesson.  Paul’s appeal to the Philippians is based on the “encouragement”
(paraklesis) they possess in Christ.  In Christ, believers find both comfort and strength which will give
them the ability to “live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ” (1:27).  It is because
Christians are “in Christ” that they are united to him and to one another and are able to share his mind
and strength.  It is this union that is source of the encouragement that provides, in turn, the “consolation
of love, sharing in the Spirit, [and] compassion and sympathy.”  On the basis of what they have in Christ,
Paul now appeals to the Philippians to behave in such a way as will “make my joy complete”:

· “… be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.  Do nothing
from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves.  Let each
of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others.” – 2:2-4.

If their behavior reflects their common life in Christ, they will both fulfill Paul’s joy and honour the apostle
who continues to “thank my God every time I remember you, constantly praying with joy in every one of
my prayers for all of you, because of your sharing in the gospel from the first day until now.” (1:3-5).  For
Paul, as with Beatrice Parker, the best way for the Philippians to honour his apostolic teaching was not in
what they would give, but in how they would live.
Rather than living according to “selfish ambition or conceit,” Paul encourages the Philippians to live
according to a humility that regards others as “better than yourselves.”  In the Greek world in which they



lived, humility was not regarded as a virtue but as servility.  In the Hebrew Scriptures, however, humility
is lifted up as the proper attitude for the faithful to possess toward God:

· “For though the LORD is high, he regards the lowly; but the haughty he perceives from far away.”
– Psalm 138:6.

· “Toward the scorners he is scornful, but to the humble he shows favour.” – Proverbs 3:34.
· “He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you but to do

justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” – Micah 6:8.

At Qumran, humility is recognized as the appropriate attitude toward both God and other members of the
community.  For Paul, to “regard others as better than yourselves” is not meant to foster false modesty or
a lack of self-esteem, but to encourage a recognition of the rights and achievements of others.  In
teaching the Philippians to “look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others,” Paul echoes his
teaching to the church in Corinth, where he encouraged them too “not seek your own advantage, but that
of the other.” (1 Corinthians 10:24).  If the Philippian Christians strive to live together in such a manner,
they will both be faithful to the calling of the Lord and make Paul’s joy complete in the midst of his
present ordeal:

· “Paul’s exhortation is thus relational; it is borne out of a personal concern and shows how much
he cares for his addressees.  Moreover, Paul’s concern points to his emotional involvement.  He
would rejoice if unity of mind and the same love were to be found among the Philippians.  ‘Joy’ is,
in fact, one of the key words in this letter.  We need to bear in mind that Paul writes these lines
during his imprisonment in Rome.  What keeps him going is his apostolic mission on behalf of
Jesus Christ.” – Christian A. Eberhart, Working Preacher.

In order to reinforce his message, Paul employs a common preaching device in quoting the words of a
familiar hymn.  The key to understanding Paul’s usage of this “Christ Hymn” are in his introduction to its
words: “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus” (2:5).  The Philippians are urged to have
in themselves the disposition that Christ showed when, “though he was in the form of God, [he] did not
regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave,
being born in human likeness.” (2:6-7).  This “equality with God” is at the heart of Christian proclamation,
that Jesus is “fully God, begotten of the Father in all eternity” (Small Catechism):

· “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in
the beginning with God.  All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing
came into being.  What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all
people.  The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” – John 1:1-5.

· “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven
and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or
powers – all things have been created through him and for him.” – Colossians 1:15-16.

While Jesus truly possesses full equality with God, he does not regard this equality as something to
exploit for his own selfish gain.  As he resisted the devil’s temptation to exploit his divine power to satisfy
his hungers or to amass power for himself, Jesus chooses not to use this power and authority for his own
selfish gain.  Instead, Christ “emptied himself” (kenoo, “make oneself nothing”), taking the form and
status of a slave (doulos, not diakonos, “servant,” as this is often translated).  In being born “in human
likeness” (“a true human being, born of the virgin Mary” – Small Catechism), Jesus Christ shared fully in
our human existence; “we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses,
but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin.” (Hebrews 4:15).  In
sharing in our human experience, he shares also in the inevitability of human death; he “humbled himself
and became obedient to the point of death – even death on the cross.” (2:8). 

· “In his self-emptying and his humiliation [Christ] reveals what God is like, and it is through his
taking the form of a slave that we see the form of God … the result of his obedience [is]



identifying himself totally with the human condition.” – Morna D. Hooker, The New Interpreter’s
Bible.

But as death was not the final word for Jesus, neither does the hymn end with his demise on the Cross. 
The triumphant “therefore” in verse 9 introduces the action of God, who now responds to Christ’s self-
emptying and humiliation:

· “Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so that
at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and
every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” – 2:9-11.

In the ancient world, to give someone a name is to give them status and power.  The name “Jesus”
(Yeshua, “God saves”) is to be “the name that is above every name” – i.e. the name of God.  At this
name “every knee shall bow … and every tongue confess,” words taken from Isaiah 45:23, where they
refer to the worship of God: “By myself I have sworn, from my mouth has gone forth in righteousness a
word that shall not return.  ‘To me every knee shall bow, every tongue shall swear.’”  The end result of
this offering of praise to the name of Jesus is the glory of God the Father.

· “The term ‘form of God’ here does not mean ‘essence of God,’ because Christ never emptied
himself of this.  Neither can the phrase ‘form of a servant’ be said to mean ‘human essence.’  But
the ‘form of God’ is wisdom, power, righteousness, goodness – and freedom, too; for Christ was
a free, powerful, wise man, subject to none of the vices or sins to which other men are subject. 
He was pre-eminent in such attributes as are particularly proper to the form of God.  Yet he was
not haughty in that form; he did not please himself [Romans 15:3]; nor did he disdain and despise
those who were enslaved and subjected to various evils.” – Martin Luther, “Two Kinds of
Righteousness.”

The Christ Hymn is a beautiful confession of our faith in Christ crucified and risen, of how our Lord
“proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.” (Romans 5:8).  But as with all
statements of faith, what we believe must affect the manner in which we live, for “love so amazing, so
divine demands my soul, my life, my all.”  As he stated in 1:27 (“Only live your life in a manner worthy of
the gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and see you or am absent and heat about you, I will know
that you are standing firm in the one Spirit, striving side by side with one mind in the faith of the gospel”),
Paul urges the Philippians to live in a way that is appropriate to the gospel, whether he is present or
absent.  “Therefore” implies that a response is expected of them based on what has happened
previously on their behalf:

· “Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only in my presence, but much
more now in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who
is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” – 2:12-13.

“Fear and trembling” do not mean that we should live in terror of punishment from a vengeful God;
rather, the phrase refers to the appropriate attitude in which the faithful approach God, the “awesome
wonder” of which we sing in “How Great Thou Art” (or as Luther states in the Small Catechism, “We are
to fear and love God”).  The gracious action of God in Christ demands a response what Paul describes in
Romans 1:5 as “the obedience of faith.”  The Philippians are to complete what God has done by living it
out in their own lives.  God is at work in them, enabling them “both to will and to work for his good
pleasure.” 

· “Those who confess Jesus as Lord should not be looking for status or power; nor should they be
acting from ‘selfish ambition or conceit.’  Rather, they should be humbly considering others better
than themselves.  And because they are concerned with the interests of others, they will be of
one mind and one purpose, ‘having the same love’ and of one accord.  In stark contrast to the
modern spirit of encouraging competition and giving rewards to individuals who get to the top,
Paul insists on mutual concern and service.” – Morna Hooker.



Because of all that God has done for us in Jesus Christ in freeing us from sin, death and the power of the
devil and claiming us as his beloved children, our proper response is not merely in giving thanks but
living as thankful people in thought, word and deed.  For all that God has given us, “I owe it to God to
thank and praise, serve and obey him.” (Small Catechism).  When we survey the “wondrous cross on
which the prince of glory died,” we witness a “love so amazing, so divine [that] demands my soul, my life,
my all.”  In living our lives each day in a manner that is worthy of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, we witness
both to our gratitude to God for all he has done for us and share with others the possibility of a new life
for them as well.  Our thanks-living will make a difference to others as it has transformed our lives as a
chosen and redeemed people.

· “My faith demands – this is not optional – my faith demands that I do whatever I can, wherever I
am, whenever I can, for as long as I can with whatever I have to try to make a difference.” –
Jimmy Carter.

While Beatrice Parker received many wonderful gifts at her retirement banquet, everyone who attended
that celebration agreed that the greatest gift that evening was the one their beloved teacher gave to
them: the lesson that the best way to honour someone is not in what we give but in how we live.  Her
lesson is one we can embrace as children of God; the best way for us to give thanks to God for all of his
love is not merely in what we give in return to God – indeed, “no gifts have we to offer for all you love
imparts” – but in the manner in which we live each day as children of the light, striving to share Christ’s
love with everyone so that “they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.”  As
we honour our teachers and mentors by striving to live by their teachings and example, we honour our
Lord and Saviour by living lives worthy of those who have been reborn children of God, “sealed by the
Holy Spirit and marked with the Cross of Christ forever.” Amen.


