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Unity Through Humility

Sabbath Afternoon

Read for This Week’s Study: Phil. 2:1–11, Jer. 17:9, Phil. 
4:8, 1 Cor. 8:2, Rom. 8:3, Heb. 2:14–18.

Memory Text: “Fulfill my joy by being like-minded, having the same 
love, being of one accord, of one mind” (Philippians 2:2, NKJV).

Unity is strength. But knowing what is true is not the same as 
doing it. We all fail sometimes, despite our best efforts at unity. 
But that’s not the same as deliberately undermining unity. No 

wonder, then, that as Paul continues writing to the Philippians, he wants 
them to be “of one accord, of one mind.”

Paul bases the necessity of unity on the teaching and example of 
Jesus. It’s a theme that we find throughout the New Testament and espe-
cially in the epistles. The origin of disunity in the universe stemmed 
from the pride and thirst for position and power of a single angel in 
heaven, a sentiment that spread quickly, even within a perfect environ-
ment (see Isa. 14:12–14). It then gained a foothold in Eden through a 
similar discontent with the rules God had put in place and the desire 
for rising to a higher sphere than that which God had designed (Gen. 
3:1-6).

This week we’ll look at the biblical basis for unity in the church, 
focusing especially on the amazing condescension of Jesus, the lessons 
we can gain from beholding Him, and how we can grow to be more 
like Him.

* Study this week’s lesson to prepare for Sabbath, January 24.

*January 17–23Lesson
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Disunity in Philippi
Read Philippians 2:1–3. What factors seem to have led to disunity 

within the church? What does Paul suggest as a remedy?

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

It must have been a tremendous disappointment for Paul to see the 
church that he established and loved so much racked with rivalry and 
consumed with contention. He uses very strong language to describe 
the problems. “Selfish ambition” translates a word (Greek, eritheia), 
used earlier in Philippians 1:17 (ESV) to refer to Paul’s self-interested 
rivals in Rome who were bent on promoting themselves rather than 
advancing the cause of Christ.

“Selfish ambition” is among the works of the flesh (Gal. 5:20, 
NKJV), and as James indicates, “where envy and self-seeking exist, 
confusion and every evil thing are there” (James 3:16, NKJV). The 
Greek word for “conceit” is used only here in the New Testament, but 
appears in extrabiblical literature in the sense of arrogance, hollow 
pride, and having an inflated sense of oneself. Paul uses a closely 
related word in admonishing the Galatians: “Let us not become 
conceited, provoking one another, envying one another” (Gal. 5:26, 
NKJV).

Note the remedies Paul lists for these problems:

1.	Consolation in Christ. Paul will proceed to use Christ’s own 
example as a powerful motivation.

2.	Comfort of love. Jesus reveals divine love and commands us to 
“love one another as I have loved you” (John 15:12).

3.	Fellowship of the Spirit. The presence of the Holy Spirit creates 
a close Christian relationship like the one that pervaded the early 
church (Acts 2:42; compare 2 Cor. 13:14).

4.	Affection (or compassion). We see this divine quality frequently 
manifested in the life of Christ (see Matt. 9:36, Matt. 20:34, and 
Mark 1:41) and described in the parables of the good Samaritan 
(Luke 10:33) and the prodigal son (Luke 15:20).

5.	Mercy. This quality, exemplified by Jesus, is to be seen also in the 
lives of His followers (Luke 6:36).

6.	Being like-minded, having the same love, being of one accord, of 
one mind. What a picture! It is difficult to imagine how Paul could 
emphasize the importance of unity more strongly. As Paul will 
point out, the mind we are to have “was also in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 
2:5).

Sunday
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The Source of Unity
Think more about Paul’s emphasis on unity in Philippians 2:2, 

saying essentially the same thing in four different ways. Note also 
his focus on the mind, thoughts, and feelings. While the religious 
leaders tended to emphasize outward behavior, Jesus focused on our 
thoughts and feelings. For instance, the rich young ruler claimed to 
have always kept the law. Yet, by telling him to sell all he had, give 
to the poor, and follow Him, Jesus tested his attachment to worldly 
things. He also said it’s what comes from the heart (or mind) that 
defiles a person: “For out of the heart proceed evil thoughts, murders, 
adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, blasphemies” (Matt. 
15:19, NKJV), and “out of the abundance of the heart the mouth 
speaks” (Matt. 12:34, NKJV).

Read Philippians 2:3, 4. What practical steps does Paul urge to have 
unity in the church?

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

Paul’s words provide a picture of humility: lowliness of mind, 
esteeming others better than ourselves, looking out for the interests of 
others and not merely our own. Easier said than done, right? But these 
are principles important to keep in mind in all our interactions. Often 
in conversation there is the tendency to concentrate on our reply to 
whatever is being said, rather than focused on listening in order to 
understand what the other person is saying and trying to see the issue 
from their point of view. Often strife arises from simple misunder-
standings that could be avoided simply by active listening. We may 
not agree, but listening and seeking to understand the other person’s 
viewpoint is the first step for fostering healthy communication and 
trust.

Paul speaks of the unity “[produced by] the Spirit” (Eph. 4:3, AMPC), 
which creates “the peace that joins us together” (Eph. 4:3, EXB). If there 
is strife in the church, the Holy Spirit can calm the waters and bring us 
into unity, creating harmony. In the same chapter, Paul speaks of “the 
unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God” (Eph. 4:13, 
NKJV). The two are related. Having the same faith, the same understand-
ing of Scripture that springs from knowing Christ and His teachings, is 
vital for unity to prevail among us.

What kind of death to self would lead us to where we, indeed, 
esteem others better than ourselves? How can we learn to do that? 
How different would our relationships be if we all lived like that?

Monday
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Mind Implant or Mind Surgery?
An increasing number of companies around the world are working on 

technology that combines the processing power of computers with the 
human brain. In other words, by connecting minds to computers, scientists 
hope to impact our thoughts through the computers. Although implant use 
with the human brain may promise positive results, which include helping 
to manage epilepsy, depression, and Parkinson’s disease, more sinister uses 
are not difficult to imagine. Mind control cannot be far away.

In some ways, it’s already here. Our mind is like a computer, only far 
superior. The constant information flow, to which we are daily exposed, 
“programs” our mind, conditions our thoughts, and guides our actions. 
When we immerse ourselves in media, the worldly way people think 
stamps its impression on our minds, and we begin thinking the same 
way. It’s as if other people’s minds were implanted or melded into ours. 

We are, like Jesus, to be “spiritually minded” (Rom. 8:6). “No one 
knows the things of God except the Spirit of God,” which Paul contrasts 
with “the spirit of the world” (1  Cor. 2:11, 12, NKJV). Who is our 
teacher? And what are we learning?

Read Philippians 2:5. What do you think it means to have the “mind” 
of Christ?

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

Ultimately, we can change our mind, but we can’t change our heart; 
only God can. The Holy Spirit needs to perform heart surgery on us, 
wielding the “sword of the Spirit” (Eph. 6:17), the “living and powerful” 
Word of God, “piercing even to the division of soul and spirit, and of 
joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the 
heart” (Heb. 4:12, NKJV). Only through the Holy Spirit can we really 
know ourselves because, by nature, our own heart deceives us (Jer. 17:9). 
The Hebrew word for “deceitful” ('aqov) refers to bumpy ground that 
trips us up; by extension, it means thoughts that are tortuous, twisted, and 
crooked. We must be transformed by the “renewing” of our mind in order 
that we may “prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of 
God” (Rom. 12:2, NKJV).

Why is it so important that we follow what Paul tells us here: 
“Finally, brethren, whatever things are true, whatever things are 
noble, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, what-
ever things are lovely, whatever things are of good report, if there 
is any virtue and if there is anything praiseworthy—meditate on 
these things” (Phil. 4:8, NKJV)?

Tuesday
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The Mind of Christ
Muhammad Ali once said, “I am the greatest.” In August 1963, six 

months before winning the world heavyweight boxing championship, 
he even released a record album titled “I Am the Greatest.” Ali, no 
doubt, was a great athlete, but he was not an example to follow if one 
wants the mind of Christ.

In contrast, Jesus was perfectly sinless. Though He was tempted “in all 
points . . . as we are” (Heb. 4:15), He never sinned, not even by a thought. 
Nevertheless, Hebrews 5:8 indicates, “though He was a Son, yet He learned 
obedience by the things which He suffered” (NKJV). Jesus’ submission to 
the Father’s will was always perfect. There was never a moment He refused 
to submit, though no doubt many times it was not easy.

Read Philippians 2:5–8, which some consider the most powerful and 
beautiful texts in Scripture. What is Paul saying to us here? What 
are the implications of these words? Most important, how do we 
apply to our own lives the principle expressed here?

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

Jesus, who is equal with God, who is God, not only took upon 
Himself human flesh but became a “bondservant” (doulou, a servant, a 
slave) and then offered Himself as a sacrifice for our sins! In another 
place, Paul says that He became “a curse for us” (Gal. 3:13). God, our 
Creator, died on the cross in order to be our Redeemer as well, and that 
required Him to become a curse for us.

How do we begin to wrap our minds around what this is saying? Even 
more so, how do we do what the texts tell us to do, and that is to have 
the same kind of willingness to humble oneself and to sacrifice oneself 
for the good of others?

In another place, Jesus said: “But he who is greatest among you shall 
be your servant. And whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and he who 
humbles himself will be exalted” (Matt. 23:11, 12, NKJV). This, in many 
ways, reflects what Paul was telling us, in Philippians 2:5–8, to do as well. 

In more powerfully graphic terms, Paul was saying here what he said 
earlier about not doing anything “through selfish ambition or conceit” 
(Phil. 2:3, NKJV).

How should we respond to what Christ has done for us, as depicted 
in Philippines 2:5–8? What response could possibly be “adequate” 
or worthy of what Christ has done for us, perhaps other than to 
fall on our knees and worship? Why is it so wrong to think that our 
works can add to what Christ has already done for us?

Wednesday
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The Mystery of Godliness
A popular verse in the Bible is 1 Corinthians 8:2: “If anyone thinks 

that he knows anything, he knows nothing yet as he ought to know” 
(NKJV). There is no subject about which we know everything. We 
can always learn something more about anything. How much more 
true is that of eternal realities connected with the Godhead and the 
Incarnation? Paul frequently refers to Christ’s amazing condescension 
in becoming a human being. It’s a subject that even eternity will be 
inadequate to exhaust.

Read Romans 8:3, Hebrews 2:14–18, and Hebrews 4:15. What charac
terized Jesus’ condescension and His taking of human nature?

_____________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________

How was it possible for the eternal Son of God, through the operation 
of the Holy Spirit (see Luke 1:35), to become a divine-human being in 
Mary’s womb? It boggles the mind how the infinite and eternal could 
suddenly become a finite human being subject to death. That is the 
heart of what Paul calls “the mystery of godliness” (1 Tim. 3:16).

In the beautiful hymn of Philippians 2, Paul here elaborates on this 
condescension more fully in some respects than anywhere else in 
Scripture.

•	 “Being in the form of God” (Phil. 2:6). The word morphē (form) 
refers to His divine nature, that Jesus was equal to the Father (com-
pare John 1:1).

•	 “Emptied Himself ” (Phil. 2:7, NASB). The mysterious nature of 
Jesus emptying Himself of His divine prerogatives—so that He 
could become truly human and tempted as we are—is astonishing.

•	 “He humbled himself ” (Phil. 2:8). In taking human nature, Jesus 
moved from universal supremacy to utter servanthood, the opposite 
of Lucifer’s aim.

•	 “Death, even the death of the cross” (Phil. 2:8). There was no more 
ignominious way to die than the way Jesus chose, having planned 
it with the Father in the “counsel of peace” (Zech. 6:13), illustrat-
ing it beforehand through Moses lifting up the serpent (Num. 21:9, 
John 3:14), and thus becoming “sin for us . . .  that we might be 
made the righteousness of God in him” (2 Cor. 5:21).

How can, and should, focusing on what Jesus did for us at the 
cross—seeing the Cross as our example of surrender and humility—
make us more humble, as well as more submissive to God?

Thursday January 22
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January 23

Further Thought: “All the paternal love which has come down 
from generation to generation through the channel of human hearts, all 
the springs of tenderness which have opened in the souls of men, are but 
as a tiny rill to the boundless ocean when compared with the infinite, 
exhaustless love of God. Tongue cannot utter it; pen cannot portray it. 
You may meditate upon it every day of your life; you may search the 
Scriptures diligently in order to understand it; you may summon every 
power and capability that God has given you, in the endeavor to com-
prehend the love and compassion of the heavenly Father; and yet there is 
an infinity beyond. You may study that love for ages; yet you can never 
fully comprehend the length and the breadth, the depth and the height, 
of the love of God in giving His Son to die for the world. Eternity itself 
can never fully reveal it. Yet as we study the Bible and meditate upon the 
life of Christ and the plan of redemption, these great themes will open 
to our understanding more and more.”—Ellen G. White, Testimonies for 
the Church, vol. 5, p. 740.

“When we are receiving a training, as did Moses in the school of 
Christ, what shall we learn?—to become puffed up?—to have an 
exalted opinion of ourselves?—No, indeed. The more we learn in 
this school, the more we shall advance in meekness and lowliness of 
mind. We are not to feel that we have learned everything worth know-
ing. We should put to the best use the talents God has given us, that 
when we are changed from mortality to immortality, we shall not leave 
behind that which we have attained, but may take it with us to the 
other side. Throughout the ceaseless ages of eternity, Christ and His 
work of redemption will be the theme of our study.”—Ellen G. White, 
Manuscript 36, 1885.

Discussion Questions:
Ê	 What are ways that you have experienced for yourself the real-
ity of God’s love? In class, talk about the different ways you have 
come to know and experience His love.

Ë	 What exactly does it mean that Jesus came “in the likeness of 
men” (Phil. 2:7)? Compare Romans 8:3. Discuss these passages in 
light of each other.

Ì	 What challenges to unity does the church in your area face? 
Whatever the issues, why would a willingness to be humble, to 
not do anything through “selfish ambition or conceit” (Phil. 2:3, 
NKJV), be a great way to at least start working through the issues? 

Friday
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Money Never Runs Out 
Eleven-year-old Alvan Harold liked hearing coins jingling in his pocket as he 

walked home from school in Kisumu, Kenya. Then he could stop by a shop and 
buy some crunchy nuts or a cold ice cream.

One day, the fifth-grade Bible teacher shocked Alvan by talking about his 
beloved pocket money. “You should not spend all your pocket money on nuts 
and ice cream,” she said. “Save some to give to God on Sabbath.”

Alvan put money in the offering plate on Sabbath. It was money that his father 
gave him on Sabbath morning. Teacher spoke about that money, too.

“When you give money from your parents in church, you are only giving for 
your parents,” she said. “You aren’t giving your own money.” She read Malachi 
3:8: “Will a man rob God? Yet you have robbed Me! But you say, ‘In what way 
have we robbed You?’ In tithes and offerings” (NKJV).

Alvan thought that Teacher was criticizing him, and he didn’t like that. But 
then he thought, Maybe she is just a little bit right.

It was Thursday, and Alvan had already spent all his pocket money for that 
week. He decided to save money for God the next week. But the next week, he 
again spent all his money. 

Two months passed, and Alvan was terribly disappointed with himself. He just 
couldn’t seem to save money for offering.

One day, he and his 17-year-old brother, Allan, passed an ice-cream shop as 
they walked home. Alvan had a 20-shilling coin (20 U.S. cents) in his pocket, 
and he decided to spend it on ice cream. 

But his big brother stopped him. “It’s childish to walk around eating ice 
cream,” he said. “I won’t walk around with someone eating ice cream.” Alvan 
was annoyed. He wanted ice cream, but he couldn’t argue. So he didn’t buy it.

When Sabbath arrived, he still had the 20 shillings in his pocket. He put the 
coin in the offering plate along with 20 shillings that his parents had given him 
that morning. It felt good to give his own money to God. He had given up some-
thing he really wanted for the offering money, and realized it wasn’t such a loss.

The next week, Alvan managed to save another 20 shillings, and he gave it 
as offering. He liked the feeling! He decided to give 20 shillings every Sabbath 
—and he has to this day. To his surprise, he has never run out of money again. 

Before, he never had enough money to last the week. 
But now he always has enough money. In fact, he 
often has more than 20 shillings left over, and he gives 
the extra money to Father to put into savings.

Sometimes Alvan is tempted to buy nuts or ice 
cream, but he reminds himself that he must have 20 
shillings for God on Sabbath.

“I remind myself that God’s work is better than 
what I want,” he said.



Part I: Overview

Key Text: Philippians 2:2

Study Focus: Phil. 2:1–11

Philippians 2:1–4 begins a section in which Paul discusses Christ’s 
example of humility for Christian life (Phil. 2:1–18). Christ is our 
supreme model of submission to God, love for Him, and union with 
Him. During His earthly ministry, Christ nurtured deep communion 
with the Father and repeatedly underscored their unity (John 5:19; 
John 10:30, 38; John 12:45; John 14:9, 10; John 17:11, 21–24). 
Likewise, Jesus highlighted His unity with the Holy Spirit (John 
14:16, 26; John 15:26; John 16:7).

The members of the Godhead exist eternally in a harmonious and lov-
ing relationship, providing a blueprint for the unity and love that should 
define the relationships among believers. Paul stresses this theme, not 
only in Philippians but also elsewhere. For instance, at the beginning of 
1 Corinthians, he says, “Now I plead with you, brethren, by the name of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all speak the same thing, and that there 
be no divisions among you, but that you be perfectly joined together in 
the same mind and in the same judgment” (1 Cor. 1:10, NKJV; compare 
with Rom. 15:5–7, Gal. 3:26–29, Eph. 4:1–6, Col. 3:12–15).

	 This week’s lesson emphasizes three major themes:
1.	Living in unity and demonstrating love for one another are funda-

mental Christian responsibilities and the expected behavior of every 
follower of Jesus.

2.	As Christians, we are called to cultivate a Christlike manner of 
thinking. Paul emphasizes what a Christlike mindset entails.

3.	Our finite minds are unable to comprehend fully the infinite con-
descension of Christ in becoming man. This condescension is an 
unfathomable mystery.

Part II: Commentary

Illustration

“For safety reasons, mountain climbers rope themselves together when 
climbing a mountain. That way, if one climber should slip and fall, he 
would not fall to his death. He would be held by the others until he could 
regain his footing.
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“The church ought to be like that. When one member slips and 
falls, the others should hold him up until he regains his footing. We 
are all roped together by the Holy Spirit.”—Michael P. Green, 1500 
Illustrations for Biblical Preaching (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 
2000), p. 66.

Unity and Love

In Philippians 2:1–4, Paul hints that selfish ambition is a major cause 
of disunity within the church. He states, “Let nothing be done through 
selfish ambition or conceit” (Phil. 2:3, NKJV). The words “ambition” 
and “conceit” translate, respectively, from the Greek nouns eritheia 
and kenodoxia, both of which are rare in the New Testament. The first 
occurs seven times, almost exclusively in Paul’s letters (Rom. 2:8; 
2  Cor. 12:20; Gal. 5:20; Phil. 1:16; Phil. 2:3; James 3:14, 16). The 
second occurs only this once. Interestingly, the term eritheia does not 
occur in the Septuagint, the Greek version of the Old Testament, and 
kenodoxia occurs only three times, but in noncanonical books. Thus, it 
seems that Paul’s usage of these words in Philippians 2:3 is not based on 
the Greek version of the Old Testament. Conversely, both words appear 
in ancient lists of vices, in the writings of philosophers, to criticize 
rivalry (see Gerald F. Hawthorne, Philippians, vol. 43 of Word Biblical 
Commentary [Dallas: Word, Incorporated, 2004], p. 87). Not surpris-
ingly, eritheia appears in the catalogs of sins recorded in 2 Corinthians 
12:20 and Galatians 5:20. Clearly, Paul uses these words to pinpoint 
behaviors that Christians must avoid.

Philippians 2:1–4 shows that in order for unity to become a reality 
in the church, one must not only avoid the rivalry and selfishness that 
undermine harmony but also practice the Christian virtues essential for 
fostering a sense of togetherness. A harmonious atmosphere is charac-
terized by consolation, comfort, love, fellowship, affection, and mercy 
(Phil. 2:1, NKJV). In such an environment, people agree “wholeheart-
edly with each other,” love one another, and work “together with one 
mind and purpose” (Phil. 2:2, NLT).

Yet, Paul is not advocating for uniformity but rather for unity 
through diversity. In condemning “selfish ambition” and “conceit,” he 
presents the opposite attitude; that is, “lowliness of mind” (Phil. 2:3, 
NKJV). This attitude is further explained in the subsequent sentence: 
“Let each esteem others better than himself ” (Phil. 2:3, NKJV). This 
thought is so important that Paul repeats it with different words in the 
next verse, “Let each of you look out not only for his own interests, but 
also for the interests of others” (Phil. 2:4, NKJV). Paul is not asking 
his audience to abandon their own personal interests but to consider 
the interests of others with deep attention, rather than indifference. 
Jesus is our Supreme Example in this regard. Thus, Paul exhorts his 
audience to develop a Christlike mindset.

t e a c h e r s  c o m m e n t s
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A Christlike Mindset

Philippians 2:1–8 presents terms from the Greek root phren (or phron). 
This root is employed to stress the use of “one’s faculty for thought-
ful planning.”—Johannes P. Louw and Eugene A. Nida, Greek-English 
Lexicon of the New Testament: Based on Semantic Domains, 2nd ed., 
vol. 1 (New York: United Bible Societies, 1996), p. 324. In this context in 
Philippians 2:2, Paul exhorts his audience to “think the same thing [to auto 
phronēte] by having the same love, [being] united in spirit, and thinking 
the one thing [to hen phronountes]” (author’s translation). This synchron-
icity is possible only if “with lowliness of thought [tapeinophrosynē] 
every person regards others as more important than himself ” (Phil. 2:3, 
author’s translation). The climax of this line of reasoning is reached in 
the following statement: “In your lives you must think [phroneite] and act 
like Christ Jesus” (Phil. 2:5, NCV). Paul urges the Philippians to develop 
a Christlike way of thinking, because only this thinking can lead to a 
Christlike way of acting.

Scholars debate whether the term “this” in Philippians 2:5 (“this 
mind,” NKJV) refers to the humility mentioned in Philippians 2:1–4 or 
to the meekness of Jesus, as demonstrated by His attitude portrayed in 
Philippians 2:6–8. In either case, Jesus stands as the standard to be imi-
tated. As Tom Wright puts it, “Everyone must be focused on something 
other than themselves; and that something is Jesus Christ himself, the 
king, the Lord, and the good news which has come to take the world 
over in his name.”—Wright, Paul for Everyone: The Prison Letters: 
Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon (London: Society for 
Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2004), p. 98.

As Christians, we are called to cultivate a Christlike way of thinking 
and acting. Paul argues that Jesus was fully aware of who He was (Phil. 
2:6), and yet, He willingly emptied Himself (Phil. 2:7) and humbled 
Himself (Phil. 2:8). Paul explains that (1) Jesus emptied Himself “by 
taking the form of a servant”; that is, by “being born in the likeness of 
men” (Phil. 2:7, ESV), He (2) humbled Himself “by becoming obedient 
to the point of death” (Phil. 2:8, ESV). In summary, Jesus became a 
Servant (see Matt. 20:28, Mark 10:45) and sacrificed Himself for the 
salvation of others (see 2 Cor. 8:9, Heb. 12:2) in obedience to the will 
of God (see Matt. 26:39, Rom. 5:19). Those with a Christlike mindset 
are willing to do the same.

An Unfathomable Mystery

In 1  Timothy 3:16, Paul provides a summary of Jesus’ mission. His 
incarnation, death, resurrection, ascension, and even an allusion to the 
proclamation of the gospel to the Gentiles and the conversion of some 
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of them, are portrayed with an incredible economy of words. Both Jesus’ 
earthly ministry and its results are shown as the content of the mystery of 
godliness.

The Greek term mysterion (“mystery”) occurs 28 times in the New 
Testament, mostly in the Pauline letters (21 times). Almost always, 
this term holds significant Christological weight in Paul’s writings. 
For instance, in Romans 16:25, Paul links the mystery with the gos-
pel message. Likewise, in Ephesians 3:2–13, he speaks of the mystery 
repeatedly in the context of his ministry to the Gentiles. Paul notes 
that “the mystery was made known” to him “by revelation” (Eph. 3:3, 
ESV), through which he was able to have a better “understanding of 
the mystery of Christ” (Eph. 3:4, NRSV). Various scholars agree that 
the phrase “the mystery of Christ” can be understood as “the mystery, 
which is Christ.” Paul develops this idea more extensively in Colossians. 
He speaks about a “mystery which has been hidden from ages and from 
generations” (Col. 1:26, NKJV). Further, he refers to “this mystery 
among the Gentiles: which is Christ in you” (Col. 1:27, NKJV; see also 
Col. 2:2, Col. 4:3). In Ephesians 6:19, the apostle Paul mentions his 
work of proclaiming “the mystery of the gospel” or “the mystery, which 
is the gospel.” In Romans 11:25, the mystery has to do with the fact 
that the gospel would reach the Gentiles. Further on, Paul implies that 
God’s grace is a mystery, impossible to fathom (Rom. 11:33). Indeed, it 
is! Jesus was willing to endure “the cross, despising the shame” (Heb. 
12:2). As Paul puts it in Philippians 2:8, Jesus humbled Himself to the 
point of death, “even death on a cross” (ESV).

 Part III: Life Application

Meditate upon the following themes. Then ask your students to answer the 
questions at the end of this section.

“A visitor to a mental hospital was astonished to note that there were 
only three guards watching over a hundred dangerous inmates. He asked 
his guide, ‘Don’t you fear that these people will overpower the guards and 
escape?’

“ ‘No,’ was the reply. ‘Lunatics never unite.’ ”—Michael P. Green, 1500 
Illustrations for Biblical Preaching (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 
2000), p. 65. This story illustrates the potential for growth that a community 
forfeits as a result of the lack of unity. Disunity is a terrible condition and 
something Christians should avoid at all costs.

Nothing can be more threatening to the health of a community of believers 
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than the lack of unity. That is why Paul was so worried about it and made 
it clear that living in unity is not just a Christian virtue but also a com-
mandment: “Fulfill my joy by being like-minded” (Phil. 2:2, NKJV), and 
“Let each of you look out not only for his own interests, but also for the 
interests of others” (Phil. 2:4, NKJV).

Jesus is our ultimate example of looking out for the interests of others. 
He became poor so that, through His poverty, we might become rich 
(2 Cor. 8:9). Thus, Paul’s call for his readers to develop a Christlike way 
of thinking should come as no surprise. We must follow in the footprints 
of Jesus, practicing humility and obedience to God. Although we may 
not fully grasp the extent of Christ’s condescension in becoming man, 
we know enough to live in unity with one another.

Questions:

1.	 What does it mean to look out for the interests of others? What 
are some ways that we can put that idea into practice?

2.	 Why is unity among believers so important? What can we do to 
foster unity within the church?
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