
What comes to mind when you think of humility? I’ve usually pictured humble people as quiet, shy and unassuming – people who fade

into the background, who don’t trash talk or seek the spotlight. I’ve thought of humility mainly as working hard to keep our egos in

check.

It’s not a quality I’ve usually associated with joy.

But the better I understand chapter two of Philippians, the more I see that humility and joy go hand in hand. Now when I think of

humility, I picture men and women quietly serving with smiles on their faces and twinkles in their eyes. I visualize the joy that comes

from knowing God is using you to build his kingdom.

 

Jesus is our countercultural example of joyful humility.

Verses 5-11 of Philippians 2 paint a beautiful picture of how Jesus humbled himself and became a man, dying on the cross for us.

Hebrews 12:2 tells us that Jesus “endured the cross… for the joy set before him.” Jesus’s life and death exemplify joyful humility.

This humility was profoundly countercultural. Philippi was known as a Roman colony (Acts 16:12); it was largely settled by Roman

military veterans. Seminary professor Joseph Hellerman points out that in the Roman world, people sought social status and honor, and

they would fund statues and other public works as a way of flaunting their status. The inscriptions found on ancient Roman statues spell

out in stone all the ways and reasons the donor was worthy of glory.

 

In writing Philippians 2, the apostle Paul pens words that turn the usual bragging Roman inscription on its head. Instead of boasting

about Jesus’ glory, he describes Jesus’ downward trajectory. And then he states that God honored Jesus not because of his glorious

achievements, but because of his humility. 

This would have been shocking to the people of the day; it remains shocking in our day. Life isn’t about our achievements? It’s not

about earning admiration and respect? 

Jesus found joy not by clinging to his status, but by dying for us on the cross. He died and rose to joyfully save us.

And it is only Jesus’ Spirit living in us that empowers us to follow his example. Generous anonymity, joyful service, happiness though

humiliated – these spring from following the one who died for us.

God takes us seriously, so we can take ourselves lightly.

Humility grows out of our identity in Christ. When we are convinced, deep down, that we are important to God, that he watches out for

us, that he sees us and knows us and loves us – then we are freed from our striving for status. It’s because I know that God is looking out

for me that I can look out for the interests of others.
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I’m reminded of a poem I once wrote as a meditation on Luke 12:

Considering Lilies

 

If God weren’t watching out for us we would have no choice

but to take ourselves quite seriously indeed:

Protect ourselves,

indulge ourselves,

store up for ourselves,

worn out with worry.

 

The joy is that God takes us seriously 

so we can take ourselves lightly

and thus be generous,

bold,

God-serving

and free.

 

Held in the palm of his hand,

we dance.

 

That is joyful humility.

Humility allows unity to flourish.

Philippians 2 not only gives us Jesus as an example of humility, but three other examples as well: Paul, Timothy, and Epaphroditus.

These three men humbled themselves and served others, just as Jesus did. 

In verse 17, we see Paul following Jesus’s example of joyful humility. He writes, “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.” He was glad to give sacrificially of himself. He loved

following Jesus’ example and emptying himself for the sake of others.

Paul then holds up Timothy as an example of someone who genuinely looked out for the interests of others (vs. 20-21). And finally he

mentions Epaphroditus, who risked his life for the sake of the Gospel (v. 30).

By serving the interests of the church, these three men served God. They facilitated unity. They spread joy.

Unselfishly looking out for the interests of others benefits the church. The church in Philippi struggled with division and lack of unity.

Paul warmly urges them in this chapter to humbly serve others, looking to Jesus as their example. He knew this would result in closer

bonds within the church. Joyful humility builds community.

How can we Redeemer women build more joyful humility in our lives? Not by working harder to think less of ourselves, not by scolding

ourselves, not by trying harder to keep our egos in check – but by staying grounded in the truth of the Gospel. 

When we have the joyful confidence of Philippians 1, that God will complete a good work in us, then we can have the joyful humility of

Philippians 2, and follow the example of our joyful servant-Savior. When we trust that God has our best interests at heart, we can

gladly look out for the interests of others.

May we all serve where God has placed us today – with a smile on our lips and a spring in our steps.
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