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 “What Song Do You Sing?” GPPC, 10-1-17 
Philippians 2:1-13, Matthew 21:23-32 

Paul loved the Philippian church, but he did not love that they were 

squabbling. Paul was especially close to the Philippian church, but, as 

one scholar put it, they may have been “suffering from the biggest 

problem of all–pettiness.” (Fred B. Craddock, Philippians in The Interpretation 

Commentary Series, 43.) So, from his prison cell, Paul wrote to the Philippians 

to offer instruction, as well as a path for healing.  

What was going on? We don’t know for sure, but later in the letter 

Paul specifically asked two women, Euodia and Syntyche, to “be of the 

same mind in the Lord.” And he asked for the church to help them in 

that process. (4:2-3) It definitely sounds like those two were not getting 

along.  

Paul was also very upset about some folks in the church who were 

saying men had to be circumcised in order to be Christian. (3:2-3) No, 

said Paul, Christians are to trust in God through Christ, not trust in 

circumcision.  

Finally, it’s possible that folks in the Philippian church were 
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actually unhappy with Paul. After all, he spoke the truth in love, and, as 

you know, if you want to make people angry, speak the truth in love. 

(Ibid. 37.)  

We’re not exactly sure what the problem was with this church. We 

only know there was a problem. And it seemed to revolve around 

relationships in the church. So Paul was repetitive in his instruction, “Be 

of the same mind…be of one mind…have the same mind in you that was 

in Christ Jesus.” Now this was not a demand that the Philippians agree 

on everything. That would’ve been impossible for them. Instead, this 

was a call for them to have the same attitude and motivation that came 

from being followers of Christ. Diversity of opinion was expected. 

Vigorous dialogue was fine. But the right attitude and motivation were 

essential.  

As Paul wrote, “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.” So the problem 

seems to have been the wrong attitude and motivation, selfish ambition, 

arrogance, a lack of humility, self-centeredness, an unwillingness to do 
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what was best for others. And what was Paul supposed to do about that? 

He had some choices for responding, didn’t he?  

Christian psychiatrist and author Scott Peck said, “A great general, 

commander of an army, once told me, ‘The single greatest problem in 

this army, or I guess in any organization, is that most of the executives 

will sit looking at problems in their units, staring them right in the face, 

doing nothing, as if these problems will go away if they sit there long 

enough.’” (Scott Peck, The Road Less Traveled: A New Psychology of Love, Traditional 

Values and Spiritual Growth, 31.) Paul did not choose the option of avoidance, 

of ignoring the problem and simply hoping it would go away.  

Of course, Paul had another option. “By gosh, you Philippians stop 

being self-centered babies and arrogant jerks. Start being humble right 

this instant!” Paul could have fussed and yelled at the Philippians. What 

do you think would’ve happened with that approach? The Philippians 

probably would’ve become angry and defensive. And that’s not what 

Paul wanted to happen.  

A while ago I read a book, designed primarily for the business 

world, but also helpful in the church. Maybe some of you have read it. 
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It’s entitled, Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking when Stakes are 

High. The authors describe a “crucial conversation” as having three 

elements: “a discussion between two or more people when (1) stakes are 

high, (2) opinions vary, and (3) emotions run strong.” When faced with a 

crucial conversation, one of the more helpful things the authors suggest 

is also basic. Ask yourself three questions, “What do I really want for 

myself? What do I really want for others? What do I really want for the 

relationship?” (Kerry Patterson, Joseph Grenny, Ron McMillan, Al Switzler, Crucial 

Conversations: Tools for Talking when Stakes are High, 3 and 34.)  

What did Paul want for himself? Maybe he wanted to be able to 

share the good news with these people he loved. What did he want for 

the Philippians? He wanted them to change their attitudes and behaviors 

to be more in line with who they actually were and who they were called 

to be as Christians. And what did he want for the relationship? He 

wanted mutual love and respect between the Philippians and himself to 

continue. No doubt, Paul wanted all these things and more.  

So he did not ignore the Philippians’ problems. And he did not yell 

and fuss at them. What did he do? He sang to them.  
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He sang an ancient hymn called a Christ hymn. And when Paul’s 

letter would’ve been read aloud as the Philippian church gathered for 

worship, probably everybody would’ve broken into song and sung that 

hymn together. They sang together, “Have the same mind as Christ 

Jesus, who though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality 

with God as something to be grabbed for selfish reasons. Instead, he 

emptied himself of those divine prerogatives, and took on the form of a 

slave. He humbled himself, and became obedient to death, even death on 

a cross. So God exalted him, raised him to the highest honor, and gave 

him the name 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 Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”  

A song about Jesus in the form of God, descended as self-emptying 

slave. Jesus as dying in humility. Jesus as raised, exalted Lord of the 

Universe. That’s the movement of the hymn they sang together in 

worship. That’s the hymn Paul wanted them to sing with their lives as 

they remembered who they were: disciples of Christ, servants of this 

humble, obedient slave and resurrected Lord of all.  
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What song are you and I singing with our lips and lives?  

Are we singing sad songs with these catchy titles? “Me first.” “I 

don’t get mad; get even.” “It’s my way or the highway.” “Nobody can 

tell me what to do.” “I don’t need church and worship; I’m a good 

person.” “I’m a foul one. Mr. Grinch.” “I’m so vain. I hope you think 

this song is about me.”  

What songs are we singing with our lips and lives?  

You see if it weren’t for the fact that our Lord, Jesus Christ, the 

Lord of the Universe, emptied himself, humbled himself, took on the 

form of a slave, maybe those sad songs would sound in tune. And if it 

weren’t for the fact that you and I have been named, claimed, and called 

in our baptism to follow the example of that Lord and to serve that Lord, 

maybe those sad songs would sound on-key. If it weren’t for the humble 

servant song of Christ, we might think it’s okay to hold grudges in 

church, or to grumble about little things, or even to avoid or abandon the 

church if we didn’t get our way. If it weren’t for the song of the 

crucified and resurrected Christ, we might sing those songs of discord 

and disharmony, and think they sounded beautiful instead of ugly.  
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But we sing the song of Christ with our lips and lives, don’t we? 

You see and hear it here again and again, as people forgive each other, 

as they let go of little frustrations, as they stay in community grounded 

in the life, death, and resurrection of Christ for us and for all the world.  

My favorite professor from seminary told this story. He says, 

“Some years ago I taught at a seminary in California. The proverbial 

split between faculty and administration had become a veritable chasm. 

Since I represented the Faculty on the Board of Trustees, I had worked 

myself into an especially righteous indignation over what I considered 

the shenanigans of the President. 

“Finally, I decided to leave that school. On my last evening we 

held a communion service. Despite my best attempts to avoid him, I 

found myself standing next to the President, whom in my pride, I could 

hardly endure.  

“We were standing around the table for the service, passing the 

cups from the table around the circle of worshipers. As the distribution 

drew to a close, we ran out of cups, and because I was presiding, I found 

myself saying the words of institution and then having nothing to drink. 
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I turned to a favorite student who was standing on my right, but he was 

deep in prayer or something and didn’t see my plight. The President I 

was too proud to bear, saw my problem, reached over and shared his cup 

with me.  

“Left to myself, I was too proud to share anything with that man. 

But I was not left to myself. Suddenly, vividly, I saw that he and I were 

not there as weary opponents. We were there as members of Christ’s 

body, saved by the same humble servant and therefore humbled at last, 

drinking from the same cup.” (David L. Bartlett, “He Humbled Himself,” a sermon, 

March 19, 1979, 3.)  

It’s not always easy to be together as the Body of Christ. We’re 

different, after all. We’re sinners, after all. But we’re also called together 

and humbled together by the crucified and resurrected Lord to whom all 

creation will bow and confess. So with our lips and lives we sing that 

strange and wonderful song of humility, of servanthood, of forgiveness, 

of peace. And so we sing. So we sing. Amen. ©Jeff Paschal 

 


