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How to discern God’s message to us in Philippians

God, through Paul, inspired the writing of the letter to the Philippians. God
directed it first and primarily to the church in Philippi, and then secondly to us, all
of us who would read it in the centuries that followed.

That’s why it’s so important that we understand that until we know what it meant
for them then, we cannot know what it means for us now.

These two phrases them then and us now reveal the two major steps in hearing
God speak to us through this letter:

1) The first question is one of insight: ‘What did it mean to them then?’ Here we
will look for the meaning of words and phrases, translation accuracy, textual
accuracy, the flow of thought, data into the specific culture and situation of
the day, knowledge about the relationship between the writer (Paul) and the
recipients of the letter. And at this point we need the very best data we can
get - which is why | have drawn from some of the best commentary available.

2) The second question, which hinges entirely on the first question, is one of
application: ‘What does it mean to us now?’ Our situation and culture is very
different to theirs. Yet God put this in the canon of Scripture and we believe
that he has something to say to us through every verse of it. Here we seek to
find the timeless truths that apply to all people, in all places at all times. And
of course we are limited by one major law of interpretation: it can never mean
something to us now that it in no way meant to them then.

It is for this reason that this commentary deals with every verse on both these
levels. First it says something about insight and what it meant for them then.
Second it says something about application and what it means for us now.

My prayer is that, with the aid of this commentary, as you explore the word of God
to them then, you freshly hear the word of God to you now.

Going through Philippians alone

* Make time every day. Allocate as much time as you need to really hear from
God for your life. Read until you are full - don’t just snack on the Bible, rather
enjoy a solid meal.

* Take your time as you go through Philippians, perhaps only exploring a few
verses at a time. After all, it doesn’t matter if you do the whole Bible in a year,
or in five years, just as long as you’re steadily moving through it.

* Trust God to speak to you every time you read the Bible. Expect to receive just
what you need for each day. Invite the Holy Spirit to be your primary teacher
as you read.

* Carry into your day what you sense God saying to you. Perhaps write down the
main things you sense God telling you each day. Pray to God about what he has
just said to you. Make any needed adjustments in your heart and life as God
reveals more and more of his Word, will and ways to you. After all, the goal of
Bible reading and study is not information but transformation.



Going through Philippians as a group

If you are a small group leader, and your church leaders so permit, why not spend
four weeks going through Philippians in your small group?

Preparation: Ask everyone to prepare the week before by reading and pondering
the specific sections of the letter:

Week 1: read and ponder 1:1-26
Week 2: read and ponder 1:27-2:30
Week 3: read and ponder 3:1-4:3
Week 4: read and ponder 4:4-23.

Commentary: Remind them that this commentary is available to deepen their
insight into these verses. Some people may want to work though this commentary
entirely, and others only partially and selectively. That’s fine since the main thing
is the Bible itself, not the commentary.

Discussion: In the weekly discussion-time of the small group, first read the
respective portion of Philippians, and then invite everyone to answer three
questions:

1) What did you find most interesting in these verses?

2) What did you find most challenging in these verses?

3) What change do you want to make in your thinking or life (as a result of going
through these verses)?

(Notice that the goal of this time is not to explore this section of the Bible with too
much detail (since the hope is that people do this at home with the aid of the
commentary), but to apply this section of the Bible to our lives. The goal of the
discussion is more ‘growth in transformation’ than it is ‘increase in information’.)

Ice-breaker questions: Optionally, at the beginning of a discussion it often helps
to start with a question that helps people get to know each other before talking
about the Bible. Here are possible questions:

Week 1: Chapter 1 speaks much about prayer. Do you have any stories to tell of
answered prayer at any time in your life?

Week 2: Chapter 2 speaks lots about humility. Tell us of a person you know who
best embodies this quality.

Week 3: Chapter 3 reveals Paul’s personal story. If you’re a Christian tell us of a
defining moment in your spiritual journey where you decided to pursue Christ. If
you’re not a Christian, tell us what questions you have that hold you back from
trusting Christ.

Week 4: Chapter 4 speaks of dealing with relational conflict. What is the most
painful conflict you have experienced - and how did you deal wih it?

New people: If your group is a group that seeks to grow through inviting new
people, remind everyone it is still fine to invite new people during this time as
they will most likely still be able to contribute without preparation.




Main sources used in this commentary

* Gordon Fee’s The IVP New Testament Series: Philippians

*  Tom Wright’s Paul for Everyone: the Prison Letters

e David Guzik’s online commentary of Philippians
(www.enduringword.com/commentaries/50.html)

* The ‘Today’s New International Version’ translation of the Bible
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Philippians Chapter One

1.

INTRODUCTORY MATTERS (1:1-11)

1.1 GREETING (1:1-2)

1 Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus,

To all God's holy people in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the

overseers and deacons:

2 Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Insight

This is one of six letters in the New Testament where Timothy is
included in the greeting. The letter is clearly from Paul, so it seems that
Timothy was writing down what Paul was dictating.

‘Overseers’ refers to the shepherds/pastors, or elders of the church. It
was Paul’s practice to appoint a team of elders to lead churches (see
Titus 1:5). ‘Deacons’ refers to the other body of leaders within the
church that seemed to be appointed by the overseers themselves. The
deacons carried specific areas of practical leadership responsibility, so
that the overseers were freed up to lead and pastor the church.

Paul was an apostle. Timothy, no-where described as an apostle, was on
Paul’s team. To use a helpful (but not biblical) phrase, they were an
‘apostolic team’. Together, along with Silas, they had given birth to the
church in Philippi through the preaching of the gospel, and through the
appointing of overseers to lead the church. Although they kept involved
in the church by revisiting, letter writing, and intervention in critical
times, they moved on to pioneer new churches.

Application

Identity in Christ: Every believer is a saint (here translated as ‘God’s
holy people’) by virtue of being united to Jesus. The word holy means to
be set apart for one’s special belonging and use. When we are in Christ,
we can be sure that God has set us apart for his own special belonging
and use. It does not matter who we are as much as it matters whose we
are.

Church leadership structure: Local churches need to be led by an
oversight team (elsewhere in the Bible called elders) and a deacon team.
Elders have general oversight, have the highest human authority in the
church, and carry the overall responsibility of the wellbeing of the
church and its members. Deacons have more focused leadership
functions, and are appointed by the elders to co-lead the church along
with them.




* Apostolic team: Although, through most of church history, the concept
of apostolic teams has been lost, it is my conviction that every local
church needs more than just the local leadership of elders and deacons.
It also needs outside input from what could be called an apostolic team
(after all that is what Paul, an apostle, and Timothy, his team-member,
were to this church). This means that on the one hand each local church
should benefit from the local leadership of elders and deacons, yet on
the other hand, it should also benefit from the input of a trusted, trans-
local apostolic team.

1.2 THANKFUL PRAYER (1:3-8)

3 | thank my God every time | remember you. 4 In all my prayers for all of
you, | always pray with joy 5 because of your partnership in the gospel from
the first day until now, 6 being confident of this, that he who began a good
work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.

Insight

* The overall tone of the letter is one of friendship. Paul sees the people
who make up the Philippian church as his friends - and he starts the
letter with these verses, which serve as an expression of appreciation
and affection. But he is quick to emphasise that it is a spiritual
friendship that they have, held together by a common experience of
grace, and a common mission to advance the gospel in their generation.

Application

* Prayer: Be ready to pray for churches and Christians. But before asking
God to do something in them, thank him with joy for all the good things
he is already doing in them. Pondering God’s grace up until now feeds
our faith-levels that God’s grace will continue to come our way.

* Sharing our faith: The main passion of every apostolic team, every
church and every Christian should be the advance of the gospel message
about Jesus, and they should partner together in seeing this message
take root in the world both near and far.

* God’s transforming grace: God is doing a good work in you and in every
church: he is causing you to be transformed by the gospel and be
motivated to spread the gospel, and he will continue doing this until the
end of your life, or until Jesus comes back, whichever happens first. So
be encouraged.

7 It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since | have you in my
heart and, whether | am in chains or defending and confirming the gospel,




all of you share in God's grace with me. 8 God can testify how | long for all
of you with the affection of Christ Jesus.

Insight

Paul is writing this letter from prison. He is in chains because of his
unwavering proclamation of the gospel. But he is more aware of his love
for them, than he is aware of the difficulty of imprisonment. He is
writing this letter in response to a financial gift sent by Epaphroditus,
which he sees as a sign that they share in God’s grace with him.

Application

Christ’s love: Allow God to fill your heart with Christ’s affection for your
fellow-believers around you. Let them get into your heart. This applies
especially to leaders, who before anything else need to be lovers - lovers
of Christ and lovers of the people they lead.

Community: Two ways to deeply bond with fellow-believers are 1) to
partner together on the mission of advancing the gospel, and 2) to see
God’s grace at work whether the gospel is advancing quickly or whether,
like the imprisoned Paul was experiencing, the church is facing some
painful set-backs in its mission.

1.3 REQUESTS TO GOD (1:9-11)

9 And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in

knowledge and depth of insight, 10 so that you may be able to discern what
is best and may be pure and blameless for the day of Christ, 11 filled with
the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and
praise of God.

Insight

Paul uses the word translated as ‘abound’ here 26 times in his New
Testament writings. It is one of his favourite words. It captures the sense
of abundance that is ours to experience because of the lavish grace that
God pours out in Jesus and through his Spirit. It echoes Jesus’ promise in
John 10:10 where he said that he came to give us life, and life in
abundance.

Notice that Paul is not saying that they lacked in love, but that God
wanted them to become more and more loving. Paul understood the
Christian life as a progressive journey into experiencing all God has for
us, as well as becoming all God wants us to become. There is no
‘arriving’ - there is always more.




Application

Prayer: We need to regularly pray for ourselves and for those around us,
but we need to pray rich prayers that have to do with the way our lives
are transformed to the glory of God, and through Jesus (v11).

God’s transforming grace: It is helpful to picture what God wants to do
in our lives, and in the lives of people around us - and then to pray that.
So, from these verses, what does God want to do in us? 1) He wants to
grow our capacity to love more and more people, and to love them more
and more deeply (v9). 2) He wants to deepen our understanding of God
and God’s will (v9). 3) He wants us to make more discerning decisions in
life so that we pursue what really matters (v10). 4) He wants us to avoid
everything that makes us impure and to be blameless (which means we
are not ‘a stumbling block to people who see our lives’)(v10). 5) He
wants the side-effect or the ‘fruit’ of our relationship with Christ to be
practical righteousness, or right living (v11).

Prayer as ministry: Before talking to people about God, talk to God
about people. That is what Paul is doing here - he has much to tell them
in this letter, but he starts by praying for them. Perhaps people would
be more open to our message if we prayed for them before we spoke to
them.



2. PAUL’S CURRENT SITUATION AND REFLECTIONS ON IT (1:12-26)

2.1 THE GOSPEL SPREADS (1:12-18)

12 Now | want you to know, brothers and sisters, that what has happened to
me has actually served to advance the gospel. 13 As a result, it has become
clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that | am in
chains for Christ. 14 And because of my chains, most of the brothers and
sisters have become confident in the Lord and dare all the more to proclaim
the gospel without fear.

Insight

The church in Philippi was being persecuted by the Roman empire. The
reason was simple: everyone in the empire (and Philippi was part of it)
were to regularly bow at the mention of Caesar and confess, ‘Caesar is
Lord’. But as believers in Jesus Christ they believed that ‘Jesus is Lord’
and only he was worthy of their bowed knee. This meant that they were
getting into trouble. What made it worse is that Paul, the person they
looked up to, was in prison in Rome - and this discouraged them even
more. So Paul wanted them to see how he saw his own imprisonment - as
a wonderful opportunity for the gospel, not as something bad. He
believed that God had put him in prison (see verse 16 below). Paul told
them that his imprisonment was advancing the gospel firstly inside the
prison (v13) and outside the prison in the Roman church (v14). The
reason it advanced inside the prison is that because Paul was a political
prisoner he was guarded permanently by Caesar’s elite guard or soldiers,
with a different soldier every fours. And they would ask him, ‘Why are
you in prison?’ and he would tell that about Jesus. This way talk about
Jesus Christ spread throughout the palace guard and even around Rome.
The reason it spread outside prison to the Roman church is that the
church in Rome were inspired by Paul’s fearless example of preaching
even to dangerous Roman soldiers, that they were motivated to preach
too. Fascinatingly, chapter 4:22 suggests that Paul may even have led
one of Caesar’s family members to faith in Christ during his
imprisonment.

Application

God in control: What may seem like a real disaster (e.g. imprisonment,
or going to hospital, or missing one’s flight, or whatever) may be God’s
way of setting us up for an opportunity to impact some people’s lives.
We must learn to discern the hand of God in even the most tragic
situations. In the words of an ancient hymn, ‘Behind the frowning
circumstances, there is a smiling face’ - God, with a smile on his face,
loves us and is ready to turn every situation for our good, and for the
good of his gospel. But, like Paul, we need to reaffirm that God is in
control.




* Sharing our faith: Our courage to share our faith in Christ with people
around us may wane, so we need to regularly expose ourselves to those
who do courageously reach out with success. Conversely, we, through
our example and encouragement, can be a catalyst of courage to others
who do not have the courage to share their faith. If, when we look
around at fellow-Christians, there are few models of courage in faith-
sharing, it may be time for us to rise up and become a catalyst of
courage through our example.

15 It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others
out of goodwill. 16 The latter do so out of love, knowing that | am put here
for the defence of the gospel. 17 The former preach Christ out of selfish
ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while
| am in chains. 18 But what does it matter? The important thing is that in
every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached. And
because of this | rejoice.

Insight

* In verse 14 Paul spoke of how the Christians in Rome had become
outspoken about their faith in Christ. But now Paul lets us know that not
all this gospel-sharing comes from pure motives. Some of it does come
from ‘goodwill’ and ‘love’ toward Paul: it is as though some people were
motivated by their love for the imprisoned Paul and thought to
themselves, ‘If Paul was out of prison he would be active in reaching out
to the city of Rome, but he is not, so | will take up the slack.’ But, sadly,
it seems that there were some who did not like Paul, probably some of
the Jewish Christians who felt he had gone too far in attempts to reach
out to non-Jewish Gentiles. These people also continued to reach out to
others, probably fellow-Jews, but thought to themselves, ‘Paul may
think he’s someone special because he thinks God uses him, but look
how God uses me too. | hope he stays in prison and learns his lesson.’

Application

* Playing our part: God will sometimes remove strong leaders and strong
evangelists from a church or an area as a way of encouraging the rest of
the people to lovingly ‘take up the slack.’ It is as though we get a little
lazy when highly competent people are leading and reaching out, but we
must not wait till they are gone to start playing our part. We are in great
danger as a church when we over-rely on leadership to advance the
gospel. Every person, regardless of whether they are leaders in the
church or not, have the great privilege and responsibility of reaching out
with the love and truth of Christ.

* God’s grace despite wrong motives: Amazingly, God will sometimes use

people to reach others even though their motives are wrong. This does
not mean that God tolerates their selfish ambition, envy, rivalry or false
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motives - it just means that God is so big and gracious that he can even
use people riddled with bad motives.

God in control: Paul’s example reminds us that it’s best to rejoice in
God’s ability to work powerfully despite the injustice of political powers
(Paul had done no wrong, yet he was a prisoner) and despite the
unloving motives sadly found in those who do God’s work. In 3:21 he will
reveal that he had such a high view of Christ’s sovereign power, that he
never saw himself in the hands of people - but always in the hands of
Christ.

2.2 WHAT TO LIVE AND DIE FOR (1:18-26)

Yes, and | will continue to rejoice, 19 for | know that through your

prayers and God's provision of the Spirit of Jesus Christ what has happened
to me will turn out for my deliverance. 20 | eagerly expect and hope that |
will in no way be ashamed, but will have sufficient courage so that now as
always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death.

Insight

Paul was in prison, and soon he would come to trial, at which time they
would either set him free (and he would continue to experience life) or
they would execute him (and he would face death). He anticipated that
Christ would be exalted through him while he experienced this tribunal -
and what made him so sure of this is that he was being prayed for, and
he knew that the Spirit of Christ would freshly empower him for the trial
(v19).

Paul quotes Job 13:16 directly in verse 19: ‘will turn out for my
deliverance’. By this he means that God will not let him down, but will
continue to allow him to magnify (or exalt (v20)) Christ through his life.
When Paul speaks of not being ‘ashamed’ (v20) he means that he won’t
let God down, and God won’t let him down.

Application

Preparing to be used by God: Many opportunities will come your way for
Christ to shine through your life and through your words into the minds
and hearts on unsaved people. But, like Paul, we need to prepare for
these opportunities. The best way to prepare for Christ to use you is 1)
to ask some Christians to pray for you and 2) to rely on the Spirit of
Christ to freshly anoint and empower you at that time so that you can
have the courage you need (v19).

Passion for Christ: God wants a passion for Christ and the spread of the

gospel about Christ to be the singular passion of your life. When you
make this the singular passion of your life then God promises that no
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matter what happens, even if you're executed, God will not let you
down and you will have your heart’s desire: Christ being exalted!

21 For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. 22 If | am to go on living in
the body, this will mean fruitful labour for me. Yet what shall | choose? | do
not know! 23 | am torn between the two: | desire to depart and be with
Christ, which is better by far; 24 but it is more necessary for you that |
remain in the body.

Insight

Paul knew that at his imminent trial he might either be executed or
released. Here he lets the church in Philippi know that either way his
life-passion and life-purpose is fulfilled: ‘For me to live is Christ and to
die is gain’ (v21). Interestingly, in the original language it rhymes:
‘Christos’ (Christ) and ‘kerdos’ (gain). He unpacks this to explain what
he means by this personal life-motto. By ‘to live is Christ’ he means, ‘to
go on living in the body’ and being involved in the ‘fruitful labour’ of
serving Christ by helping other people to find and follow Christ
themselves. By ‘to die is gain’ he means ‘to depart (from his earthly
existence) and to be with Christ’. Paul had a passionate, intimate
relationship with Christ, but still he elsewhere described his relationship
with Christ as ‘through a glass, thickly dimmed’ - he couldn’t wait to see
Christ ‘face to face’ which would only be possible when he died (see 1
Corinthians 13:12). Obviously Paul did not have the freedom to choose
what would happen at the trial, but if he were to choose he would be
torn: if he was to just think about himself he would rather die and be
with Christ, but if he was to think about other people, he would rather
stay (v23-24).

Application

Passion for Christ: Why not embrace this as your own life-motto, ‘To
live is Christ and to die is gain’? After all, the purpose of your existence
is to serve Christ now, and be with Christ forever! The wonderful thing
about this purpose and passion is that, if you give yourself totally to it,
you will not be disappointed! Sadly, so many people pursue as their life’s
passion and purpose something beyond their reach, not to mention
something not worthy enough of their one-and-only life. Living to serve
Christ and the people he sends us to is what should keep us ticking and
motivated in this life. There is no higher motive and there is no grander,
more meaningful use of our brief, one-and-only lives! In the words of a
famous missionary, ‘Only one life will soon be past, and only what’s done
for Christ will last.’

The death of a Christian: Although how we die is uncertain, what

happens when a Christian dies is totally certain: we will be profoundly
united with Christ, totally conscious of him, seeing him face to face. We
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will never be more satisfied and safe than when we see Christ face to
face! So do not fear death if you live for Christ.

25 Convinced of this, | know that | will remain, and | will continue with all
of you for your progress and joy in the faith, 26 so that through my being
with you again your boasting in Christ Jesus will abound on account of me.

Insight

* Paul had been musing over whether he would rather be executed and so
depart to be with Christ or be released so he could serve people by
pointing them to Christ. But apparently, he was quite certain they would
release him (v25). We don’t know where this certainty came from: had
God spoken to him about imminent release? Or did he just believe that
since so many people still needed his ministry that God would not take
him yet?

e Paul believed that he would be released, and reunite with the church in
Philippi, and minister to them more - and he had a very clear ministry
purpose in mind: 1) he wanted to see them making progress in their
faith; 2) he wanted to see their joy-levels increasing; and 3) he wanted
them to become more and more ‘focused upon and thrilled by’ Jesus
(this is what ‘boasting in Christ’ means).

Application

* Promises about future ministry opportunities: It is possible to know
that your time has not yet come if God has spoken to you about future
ministry opportunities. I’ve heard of a man who on an aeroplane that
had lost one engine staying totally calm. When the person in the seat
next to him asked him how he stayed calm he said, ‘God has told me
that he is going to use me in some ways that he has not yet used me in.
So he won’t take me now.’

* The goal of ministry: God wants to use you to help other believers 1)
make progress in their faith; 2) become more joy-filled in their faith;
and 3) become more focused upon and thrilled by Jesus. This is the goal
of ministry. But notice that the nature of ministry is ‘fruitful labour’
(v22) and building relationship with those to whom you minister (see
verse 26).
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3. STAND FIRM AND STAND TOGETHER (1:27-2:18)

3.1 STAND IN THE FACE OF OPPOSITION (1:27-30)

27 Whatever happens, as citizens of heaven live in a manner worthy of the
gospel of Christ. Then, whether | come and see you or only hear about you
in my absence, | will know that you stand firm in the one Spirit, striving
together with one accord for the faith of the gospel ...

Insight

Paul has been speaking about himself, and what God had been doing
though him being in prison, but then changes the subject by mentioning
that he exists to serve them and to help them (v26). So in the next many
verses he starts to do just that.

Paul cleverly spoke about them as citizens of heaven. This was clever
because they knew all about citizenship. Philippi, not too long before,
had been made a Roman colony, and its people were given Roman
citizenship along with all the privileges that this brought. Their
responsibility was to honour Rome and its leader, Caesar, and to
promote Roman culture and concerns in their own city. Paul was
reminding them that God himself had made the Christians citizens of
heaven, along with all the privileges that that brought. Their
responsibility was to honour heaven, and its lord, Christ, and to promote
heaven’s culture and concerns in their own lives, community and city!
Paul was not undermining their earthly citizenship, but reminding them
that they had one far greater than Caesar as their lord, and a throne far
greater than Rome as their centre.

Paul was already convinced that they were sharing their faith and the
gospel with people around them (v5), but it seems that his concern was
that they don’t just preach the gospel, but that they are sufficiently
transformed by the gospel, that they live lives worthy of the gospel of
Christ.

Paul then switched metaphors from citizenship to the picture of battle.
Considering that Philippi was a military colony filled with soldiers, and
stories of battle, this too would not have been missed. Paul was urging
them to stand firm in one Spirit, and to stand together as one man -
facing whatever came their way.

Application

Citizens of heaven: In Christ, it is our amazing privilege to be citizens of
heaven. Our identity comes from there. So do our authority and our
supplies. And it is our responsibility to honour the God of heaven, and
Jesus as our Lord as our highest authority, living in obedience to him,
living out his values, and living lives that make it clear to observers that
we are of a heavenly kingdom.
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Stand firm, stand together: We are to stand firm in one Spirit along
with the rest of our church. And we are to stand together as one man,
one military unity, contending for the faith of the gospel. This calls for
an aggression that is not directed toward people, but towards darkness
and discouragement. This calls for a radical dependence on the Spirit.
This calls for a deep unity and harmony in our relationships as we
partner together as one man.

... | will know that you stand firm in the one Spirit, striving together with
one accord for the faith of the gospel 28 without being frightened in any
way by those who oppose you. This is a sign to them that they will be
destroyed, but that you will be saved—and that by God.

Insight

The word ‘frightened’ here is the same word used to describe the
‘spooking of a horse’, where someone alarms a horse who becomes
totally ‘freaked out’.

The church in Philippi was experiencing great opposition. Every time an
event or a gathering happened, they would call everyone to declare that
‘Caesar is lord’ and to even bow down to him. But Christians refused.
And this brought opposition. On top of that, the city was filled with
Roman soldiers, the mere sight of them easily intimidating someone. But
Paul was insisting that as they recognized that their citizenship (and
therefore backup) was in heaven, and as they stood firm in one Spirit,
and stood together as one man, that they would have a supernatural
courage, and would not be frightened in any way.

What does Paul mean by the phrase ‘this is a sign to them that they will
be destroyed, but that you will be saved’? It means, ‘As these people try
to intimidate you, only to find out that they cannot, it will be a sign to
them that their power (of Rome) will eventually be overcome, but that
your power (of heaven) will eventually prevail’. In other words, ‘their
inability to bring fear to your heart, will strike terror in their own’.

Application

Opposition: Every Christian and every church can expect to face some
kind of opposition from their host culture, since at some point we will
neglect their ‘gods’, which can metaphorically refer to the things that
the particular culture give inflated value to.

Boldness: As we stand firm in one Spirit, and stand together as one man
- God will endow us as the church with a supernatural boldness in the
face of opposition. And though people try to intimidate us, we will not
fear! But their own inability to strike terror in our hearts, will strike
terror in their own, as it slowly dawns on them that their power-base
(from which they try intimidate us) is limited. But as for us, we will
know that God will ultimately save and vindicate us!
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29 For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on
him, but also to suffer for him, 30 since you are going through the same
struggle you saw | had, and now hear that | still have.

Insight

Paul said that it had been granted (by God) to the church in Philippi to
‘suffer for Christ’ and ‘on behalf of’ him (v29). What does this mean? We
need to understand that Jesus while on earth, in his loving attempts to
reach out to people, suffered. He literally ‘loved the world to death’. In
the same way the church of Philippi could expect that there would be
some opposition, some suffering as they sought to reach out to people.
This is what he meant by ‘on behalf of’ Christ: Jesus, as he did while he
was on the earth, was still reaching out to people through the church -
and the back-lash was still happening.

Paul mentions the struggle they saw (past tense) he had, as well as the
one he still had. The one he still had refers to his imprisonment in Rome,
but the one of the past that he refers to is written about in Acts 16:16-
24, when he and Silas were arrested and imprisoned in Philippi, all
because they lovingly set a slave girl free from a demon. Paul, in his
loving attempts to reach out, faced imprisonment. Jesus in his loving
attempts to introduce the kingdom, was crucified. And they too could
expect to face some back-lash from the kingdom of darkness as they
lovingly pointed people to Jesus.

Application

The opportunity to extend the gospel: God has graciously enabled us to
not only put our trust in Jesus and receive salvation, but also to be used
by him to lovingly extend that salvation to others through the gospel. We
are the body of Christ, through which he acts in the world today.

The opportunity to suffer: However, this is not a price-free privilege,
there is a price: In the same way that Jesus’ physical body experienced
suffering and back-lash from the kingdom of darkness, so we, Christ’s
spiritual body, must expect back-lash. Paul was coaching them, and us,
to see this back-lash as something ‘granted’ or given by God. Not that
we’re suffering at the hands of God himself, but that he allows us to
experience the suffering.

Philippians Chapter Two

3.2 UNITY THROUGH HUMILITY (2:1-4)
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1 Therefore if you have any encouragement from being united with Christ,
if any comfort from his love, if any common sharing in 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 of one mind.

Insight

In 1:27 Paul made it clear that if the church in Philippi needed anything
it was this: to stand firm in one Spirit, and to stand together as one man.
This is still his theme in these verses: he is urging them to stand firm,
and to stand together!

Verse 1: Paul is speaking about their experience of Christ, God and the
Spirit. They experience the encouragement of being in Christ, and they
experience the comfort of God’s love (note that the above translation
probably gets it wrong by referring to ‘his’ love (i.e. Christ’s love), and
they experience a deep participation in the Spirit - and this experience
of the Christ, God and Spirit creates in them a tender and compassionate
heart.

Verse 2: Paul is already rejoicing in the way the gospel in advancing
through them (see 1:4,5) but he urges them to bring him even more joy
by being united. He calls them to be like-minded, to have the some love,
to be one in spirit and of one mind. This all basically means the same
thing: stand together, united at the deepest level.

Application

Experiencing God: The Christian life is one of experiencing Trinitarian
life: we experience Christ (who fills us with encouragement), God (who
comforts us with his love) and the Spirit. And this experience of the
triune God leads to a tenderness and compassion in our lives. Notice that
we do not necessarily need to understand the doctrine of the Trinity
(indeed it is a mystery how only one God is at the same time Father, Son
and Spirit) but we can experience the reality of the Trinity in our own
lives, where we at times experience Christ, at other times the Father
and still at other times the Spirit.

Community: We need to let our experience of the Trinity overflow into a
pursuit of deep heart-level unity within our relationships in our church.
The one-ness in the Trinity should overflow to create a one-ness in our
community. But this does not happen automatically: we need to
intentionally make sure that this happens! And wonderfully, the
tenderness and compassion that results from our experience of God is
exactly what’s needed to deepen our unity and relationships.

3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility
value others above yourselves, 4 not looking to your own interests but each
of you to the interests of the others.
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Insight

Paul has made it clear that it is the experience of the Triune God that
leads into pursuing a deep unity in relationships (v1,2). But now he
explains very practically how to accomplish this unity: through humble
servant-heartedness.

In verses 5-11 he will show us that the highest motivation for this humble
servant-heartedness is to ponder how Christ embodied this same
character.

Application

Putting others first: We need to become other-centred (which is
another way of saying ‘loving’) and less self-centred (which is another
way of saying ‘selfish’ and/or ‘proud’). We need to humble ourselves,
repenting of selfish ambition and vain conceit (i.e. merely seeing other
people as competition in our determined journey to get to ‘the top’),
and instead being ready to put the needs of others above our own,
simply because we place such high value on them as people, loved by
God. The way to unity is to not be full of yourself, but rather to be full
of esteem for, and servant-heartedness toward, others.

3.3 CHRIST’S EXAMPLE (2:5-11)

5 In your relationships with one another, have the same attitude of mind

Christ Jesus had:

6 Who, being in very nature God,

did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own

advantage;

7 rather, he made himself nothing

by taking the very nature of a servant,
being made in human likeness.

Insight:

Verses 6-11 are the highpoint of the whole Bible! They describe the
character and the pathway Christ went through in his attempts to reach
and save fallen humanity. In this case Paul is asking us Christians to
imitate his character (or ‘attitude of mind’) especially in how we relate
to each other (v5).

What does ‘being in the very nature God’ mean (v6)? It both means,
‘being God’ and ‘totally embodying God’s character.’ In the very next
line we’re told that Christ is equal with God. How can Christ be God and
yet at the same time be equal with God? The answer lies in the doctrine
of the Trinity, where God reveals himself in three persons
simultaneously: Father, Son and Spirit.
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* What does the sentence, ‘did not consider equality with God something
to be used to his own advantage’ mean (v6)? It means that Christ, who
came to embody Godlikeness to us, showed us that God is not the kind of
God who ‘takes advantage of’ people, in the sense of being a selfish,
self-absorbed, love-lessly dominating God. No, God is not like this - and
that is why Jesus, his equal and his embodiment, did not consider being
like that. Interestingly, many people read these verses as if they say,
‘Despite the fact Jesus was God, yet he humbled himself.’ But that is
altogether the wrong way to read it. Rather it should be read, ‘Because
Jesus was God, he humbled himself.” Amazing.

*  What does ‘he made himself nothing’ mean (v7)? It simply means that he
embraced powerlessness and poured himself out for us. It refers, as we
see in the rest of verse 7 to his choice to come to this earth as a servant
(after all, Jesus was not born in a royal palace but in an animal manger,
and grew up as a person without many privileges and powers and rights).

* What does it mean that Jesus came in human likeness (v7)? Why does it
not simply say, ‘he came as a human’? It is because although Jesus was
fully human, there was something different about him: he was at the
same time fully God! He did not stop being God and equal with God
when he was born in the manger and lived his 33 years in dusty
Palestine.

Application:

* God’s amazing humility: God is Christ-like, triune, incarnational,
humble, and servant-hearted. We learn so much about God in these
verses:

o God is the triune God, one God who is simultaneously Father,
Jesus Christ and Holy Spirit. They are all equally God, always have
been and always will be!

o God is incarnational. Amazingly, God had the ability to come as a
human being in time and space, onto this planet. This is the
greatest compliment that God ever paid creation - mysteriously,
the Creator became a creature. Christ pre-existed his birth as
Jesus on this planet. Stunning!

o God is Christ-like. Christ in his character and in his actions
revealed fully to us what God is really like. Until we ponder fully
the multi-faceted character of Jesus who walked this planet we
will not have a sufficient revelation of God.

o God is humble, humble enough to be born as a human. But not a
human with great privileges and powers, as Jesus was born in a
manger to a poor family, in a remote corner of the Roman empire.
People believed that if God had incarnated in anyone, it was in
Caesar. Just think: while Caesar, in the great city of Rome was
claiming to be the Son of God and showing off his pomp and fame,
his military power and his great wealth, Jesus, brought up in the
tiny town of Nazareth, was fixing things with his carpenter father.
Mind-blowing humility.

o God is servant-hearted. He is not selfish or self-absorbed or in the
business of un-lovingly dominating people, and insisting on getting
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his way no matter what. Rather he is a servant-hearted God, who
seeks to give not to get. But some may say, ‘then why does he
insist that we worship him’ and the answer is that he loves us so
much, he wants us to know the truth about who he is, and how we
were made to have him as the centre of our lives - this is life at
its best! The greatest gift that God could give us is the ability to
know and worship him - he doesn’t take our worship, he gives us
our worship of him!

Humility: If God is Christ-like, humble and servant-hearted then how
much more should we be! Wonderfully, these qualities are all imitable
(able to be copied). As we ponder how God emptied himself, poured
himself out in Jesus we have the most powerful picture to inspire us and
to measure ourselves against. And not only are we inspired by his
example, we are in a living relationship with God, Christ and the Spirit -
and it is as though their humble, servant-hearted character can by the
Spirit flow into and through us. If God was humble enough to leave his
throne and draw close to his creatures, how much more should we be
willing to stop trying to promote and prove ourselves, and relate to
everyone we meet (even those who according to the sinful culture are
lower down their own status rating) with genuine respect, care and love!
Following the example of Christ in his incarnation, we should be willing
to give up our privileges and comforts (think of the privileges and
comforts Christ left in heaven) and go to wherever God sends us, and to
whomever God sends us!

8 And being found in appearance as a human being,

he humbled himself
by becoming obedient to death—
even death on a cross!

Insight

In verses 6 and 7 we see that Jesus, the equal and embodiment of God
the Father, become a human! This is called the ‘incarnation’ and it tells
us that God is unbelievably humble, humble enough to leave his throne
and be born in a manger! If Jesus had then grown up and become king of
an earthly empire none of us would have questioned God’s humility
simply because he who rules the universe was willing to become a mere
human. But amazingly, there is yet another act of humility: God, in
Jesus, first becomes human, and then God, in Jesus, dies the most
humiliating death: death by crucifixion.

The crucifixion was reserved for insurrectionists and for slaves alone. In
that day to die on the cross was not just painful, but a sign to all that
you were the lowest of all life. The Jews even believed that if you were
crucified that, not just humanity at large, but God himself had
abandoned you. And yet this is to where God’s earthly life, in Jesus,
headed in a straight line: to the cross!
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Application

God’s self-sacrificial love: Jesus, who was and is God the Father’s equal
and embodiment, revealed to us God’s willingness to humbly sacrifice
himself for fallen humanity. The very people who were crucifying him
were amongst the people who he was courageously dying to save. On the
cross Jesus literally loved the world to death. He answered our fists of
hostility with the kiss of grace. The very wounds that our sins were
inflicting upon his body and soul were the wounds through which
salvation and love were flowing to us! What courage. What mercy. What
sacrifice.

Self-sacrificial love: God’s example of radical self-sacrifice calls us to
relate to people around ourselves with the profoundest humility,
courage, servant-hood, patience, grace and endurance. Self-sacrifice is
to be the mark of our lives, and the mark of the church. Only the gospel
of God crucified can so ennoble self-sacrifice. How different the values
of the world are: instead of loving self-sacrifice we’re taught to pursue
self-promotion and self-preservation. But the Spirit of the crucified
Christ indwells us and seeks to energize in us a life of loving self-
sacrifice, joyfully serving even our enemies if need be. The Spirit of the
crucified God causes us to see through the shallowness of all the
temptation we experience to look out for ourselves first, to step on the
people around us in our quest to get to the top, to shy away from any
sacrifice and pain in our attempts to serve and love people around us!

9 Therefore God exalted him to the highest place
and gave him the name that is above every name,

10 that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow,
in heaven and on earth and under the earth,

11 and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord,
to the glory of God the Father.

Insight

In verses 6-8 we see how Christ humbled himself and embraced the self-
sacrificial love of the cross. And he did this all as the embodiment and
the equal of God, the Father (who is described like this in verse 11). But
God did not just let Jesus die - he then raised him from the dead,
exalted him to his own right hand (where he was before he came to
earth) and instructed all humanity to call him ‘Lord’. The first thing to
notice is that God’s exaltation of Jesus is his way of saying, ‘Yes, in
Jesus you can see that | am humble, and | am self-sacrificial! This is
really what | am like.’ If Jesus had not risen from the dead we would
have doubted if he had really reflected the character of God to us.

If we have any doubt that Jesus is God (and some people, employing
poor translation, argue that verse 6 (which stated that Jesus is in very
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nature God, and Jesus has equality with God) doesn’t really say that
Jesus is divine). Even if this argument is true (which it isn’t) verses 10
and 11 clearly reveal that Jesus is God in two ways:

o 1) Well-known words from the Old Testament that describe God
himself are directly attributed to Jesus in these verses: ‘Turn to
me and be saved, all the ends of the earth; for | am God and
there is no other ... before me every knee will bow and by me
every tongue will swear. They will say of me, ‘In the LORD alone
are righteousness and strength (Isaiah 45:22-24).’ To use these
words of anyone but on God would be blasphemous, but they are
used to describe Jesus. Jesus is God.

o 2) In the mind of Jews in the first century the name ‘Lord’ was
used of God alone. Although the culture used it of Caesar and
other powerful rulers, Jews at the time used it of God alone. And
here Paul tells us that God the Father insists of people recognizing
that Jesus is divine.

Application

Jesus is Lord: Jesus is heaven and earth’s true king. Across the Roman
empire people bowed before Caesar and confessed ‘Caesar is lord’ (see
Acts 17:7 for example). In the minds of people there was no one greater
than Caesar. His name was above every other name. He was most worthy
of respect, worship and devotion. In the same way that Paul, expressing
his life’s purpose and passion, had said, ‘For me to live is Christ’ (1:21)
many of that time would have said, ‘For me to live is Caesar’.
Interestingly, one of Caesar’s proconsuls, Pontius Pilate, had executed
Jesus - so this appeared to be one more reason in the minds of Romans
that Caesar was superior to Christ. But, against this background of
Caesar-elevation, God exalted and elevated heaven and earth’s true
emperor, Jesus Christ, by raising him from the dead and causing him to
ascend to his own right hand, as co-ruler of the entire cosmos!

Sharing our faith: Although Jesus has already been exalted as heaven
and earth’s true divine-king, only some people have recognized his
kingship and deity. Christians everywhere have already been graced with
a revelation of Jesus’ authority and we bow down before him in worship
and surrender already, and we freely and joyfully confess that he is
Lord. But most people in the world have not yet recognized who Jesus is.
This was the situation in Philippi, and in Rome, and in the world today.
But amazingly, there will come a day when every creature in heaven
(referring to angels and demons), every being on earth (all the 6,5 billion
people alive, including kings, presidents and celebrities) and every being
under the earth (referring to the billions who have died) will see Jesus,
and will recognize who he is: the divine servant-king and Lord. Although
it will be too late to receive salvation at that time for people who up till
then defied or ignored his Lordship, all will acknowledge that he really is
Lord. What a joy it will be for us who recognized his kingship before that
time, and what a tragedy for people who failed to! Let this simple
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thought that Jesus is already exalted as Lord, and yet so few recognize
it, motivate you to point people towards him. Before it’s too late.

* Humility: A common teaching of the Bible is that God ultimately lifts up
the humble (1 Peter 5:5-6 for example). If we humble ourselves before
God and people like Jesus did, then we have this promise: God himself,
in due time (whether in this life or the next, or both) will lift us up. We
have the resurrection and exaltation of Jesus as the sign that this is so.
Jesus never promoted himself, but because of his willingness to humble
himself, God eventually exalted and promoted him. And this he will do
for us too, if we humble ourselves.

3.4 SHINE LIKE THE STARS (2:12-18)

12 Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my
presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your
salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God who works in you to will
and to act in order to fulfil his good purpose.

Insight

* Notice the flow. In the previous section he was urging them to do two
things: 1) stand firm in the face of intimidation (1:27-30) and 2) to stand
together in one-mindedness and in servant-hearted humility (2:1-4).
Then in 2:5-11 he provided them with two major motivations for doing
these two things: 1) God in Christ sets the example of radical, servant-
hearted humility and 2) Jesus Christ has the highest rank in the universe
- higher even than Caesar - so intimidation is not needed.

* What does Paul mean by ‘as you have always obeyed’? The obedience he
is calling them to is exactly the obedience he had mentioned in 1:27-2:4,
to 1) stand firm in the face of opposition and 2) to stand together in one-
minded, servant-hearted humility. He is affirming that they have been
doing this, but he is urging them to do so even more.

*  What does ‘work out your salvation’ mean? He is affirming that they
have been saved by faith in Christ. There is no question that their sins
are forgiven, or that they have received new life, and the indwelling of
the Spirit. But now, urges Paul, ‘live it out’ or ‘live like you’re saved’. It
is one thing to be saved, it is yet another to live it out. Notice that he is
not just speaking to individuals here, so it also carries the sense of ‘live
as a saved community; show the people in your city what it means to be
the people of God.’

* What does ‘with fear and trembling’ mean? He does not mean, ‘with
cringing and with lack of confidence’. That is not what it means at all.
Rather it means, ‘with holy awe and wonder’. He is calling them to
realize just what a privilege salvation is, and just what a privilege even
the task of living as a saved person is.

*  What does ‘God who works in you to will and to act mean?’ Amazingly,
moral transformation is not about resolving to keep rules. Rather it is
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about learning to discern that God, through his Spirit in you, is at work in
you affecting both your will (i.e. desires and choices) as well as your act
(i.e. behaviour and responses). Paul is trying to encourage them: the
process of change is not just up to you, but is a mysterious partnership
with God at work in you.

What does ‘in order to fulfil his good purpose’ mean? Probably, it is
better translated ‘in order to fulfil his good pleasure’. Paul is in effect
saying in these verses: ‘Actively partner with God in your obedience - it
will make him so happy!’” Some may say, ‘But | thought that God was not
in it for himself, but rather he was looking out for our good (based on
2:6)’. But the truth is that God is in it for his joy, but wonderfully what
makes him most happy is that we become the kind of people who are
most satisfied in him, and the most joyfully obedient to him. In other
words, to the degree that God finds joy in us, to that degree we also find
joy in him. God is at the same time motivated by his joy and by ours!

Application

Obedience: Now that we’re saved (assuming you’ve been saved), live
like you’re saved! Since we have become God’s people, let us make the
effort to actually live and act compatibly with our new identity in Christ.
Let us become who we already are. This is an awesome privilege, one
that requires a sense of holy awe and wonder. This is our life’s great
work once we’re saved: to pursue deeper and deeper levels of obedience
to all that Christ wants from us. And it is not something we do in
isolation. No, this process of transformation is only possible if it is done
in the context of community. And the goal of our Christian lives is not
just to show the world how a saved individual lives, but rather how a
saved community lives. And the highest motive for our obedience is that
it thrills the heart of God.

God’s transforming grace: We are to recognize and rejoice in the deep
work of the Spirit in our lives once we are saved. God does not leave it
up to us alone to ‘work out our salvation’, but mysteriously he is at
work, through his Spirit in us, shaping our desires and shaping our
behaviours. He does not automatically change us in the sense that we
are passive. But rather he co-operatively changes us in the sense that
together we work at deeper and deeper levels of obedience and
transformation. And again his transforming grace does not just flow in
the individual heart, but it flows in the life of community. If we deprive
ourselves of contact and partnership with other Christians in community,
we also deprive ourselves of much of the transforming grace we so
desperately need to work out our salvation, and to bring more and more
joy to God.

14 Do everything without grumbling or arguing, 15 so that you may

become blameless and pure, "children of God without fault in a warped and
crooked generation”. Then you will shine among them like stars in the sky 16
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as you hold firmly to the word of life. And then | will be able to boast on the
day of Christ that | did not run or labour in vain.

Insight

Paul has been calling them in the preceding verses (1:27-2:13) to stand
firm against the intimidation they were experiencing in the city of
Philippi, and to stand together through deep one-mindedness and
servant-hearted humility. He continues the same train of thought in
these verses.

In verse 15 he adapts a quote from Deuteronomy 32:5 which had spoken
of how lIsrael, during the desert journey between Egypt and the Promised
land, had failed to live like children of God but instead became a warped
and crooked generation. Interestingly, the mention of ‘grumbling’ in
verse 14 also echoes the same period of time for Israel when they,
during difficult times, grumbling against God and against Moses, thereby
causing division (see Exodus 16:1-3). In effect, Paul is calling the church
to be the exact opposite of ancient Israel as it was in the desert, and
instead to get it right.

The mention of shining among them like stars in the sky is also a quote
from the Old Testament. Daniel 12:2-3 says, ‘Multitudes who sleep in the
dust of the earth will awake; some to everlasting life, others to shame
and everlasting contempt. Those who are wise will shine like the
brightness of the heavens, and those who lead many to righteousness,
like the stars for ever and ever.’ Paul picks up on the great responsibility
and privilege that the church in Philippi has to shine by living
blamelessly (in conduct) and purely (in heart), and to ‘hold firmly to the
word of life’, which means to, like stars illuminating the darkness,
compellingly communicate the message that can make spiritually dead
people live. In the star metaphor Paul is calling them to both embody
the gospel, and to extend the gospel.

Since the quote of Daniel 12:2-3 is one that refers to the end of the
world when all stand before God, Paul picks up on that theme by
speaking of his desire ‘to boast on the day of Christ’. In other words he is
saying, ‘If you do shine like stars in this life, then on Judgment Day, |
will be able to rejoice with you as together we receive Christ’s
commendation.’

Paul also refers to ministry as running (in a race) and manual labour. At
the end of verse 16 he says that on the day of Christ he is hoping that all
of his efforts will be seen to be successful.

Application

The world’s need of a Saviour: The world we live in, though no doubt
filled with many admirable things, is at its core in deep need of a
Saviour. It is warped and crooked world. There is so much distortion of
what is really true, and what is really valuable. People, in the words of
Isaiah 4:20, call evil good and good evil, put darkness for light and light
for darkness, put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter. In the same way
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the people of Philippi were more taken with Caesar than with Christ, so
it seems that every culture idolizes the wrong things and goes in pursuit
of lesser gods, whether they be money, comfort, false religion, power,
wealth or reputation. This distortion of what is real, and what really
matters, and what is really good comes from the fact that they are in
the dark. Christ alone is the light, and he calls us to embody that light as
stars in the dark universe. Apart from God’s light, it is impossible to
know what is real, and what really matters, and what is really good. But
apart from being in the dark, the world is spiritually dead. It needs the
message of life. It may be alive culturally, relationally, aesthetically,
religiously and even mystically - but it has lost contact with the true
source of spiritual life, God himself. The world needs a Saviour, even in
the happiest, richest, loveliest, most successful people there is
crookedness, warped-ness, darkness and death.

* Living the gospel: We’'re called to be different. Different to the people
we once were. Different to the prevailing culture. We’re called to shine
like stars. We’re called to be blameless in our behaviour, and pure in our
hearts. We’re called to resist our tendency to grumble and complain to
God and others when times are tough. In its place there should be
gratitude for all that God is for us in Jesus. And we’re called to resist the
temptation to argue with each other. In its place there should be
harmony and unity. We’re called to resist the stirrings in our hearts
toward ‘selfish ambition’ and ‘vain conceit’ (2:3). In its place there
should be one-mindedness and humble servant-heartedness. We’re
called to refuse intimidation in the face of opposition. In its place there
should be a Spirit-empowered standing together as one man (1:27).
Christ has made us stars, so let us give ourselves fully to the great
privilege of radiating his holiness, his courage, his integrity into this dark
and depraved world.

* Sharing our faith: We’re not to just embody the gospel. We’re to extend
it. Jesus alone can save the world. Only Jesus, by his powerful saving
grace, can re-align a person to reality, and cause light to shine in their
hearts, and enable them to breathe spiritual life. Amazingly, every
person we lead to faith in Christ can become a star - one more person
who seeks to both embody and extend the gospel. The star-analogy used
by Paul was meant to encourage the relatively small church in Philippi -
it echoes how the children of God, as promised to Abraham, will one day
be as numerous as the stars in the universe. The gospel will prevail, one
person at a time! So take heart, and hold out the message of life!

17 But even if | am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice
and service coming from your faith, | am glad and rejoice with all of you. 18
So you too should be glad and rejoice with me.

Insight
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We have seen that Paul at this time was suffering in Rome because of his
obedience to Christ, and they were suffering in Philippi because of their
obedience to Christ. He uses a picture based on a practice in the Jewish
sacrificial system (see Numbers 28:1-7) where two offerings given to God
happened together: a burnt offering was offered, and accompanying it
was a drink offering. Paul is therefore, in effect, saying, ‘The suffering
you’re experiencing is because of your obedience to Christ, and it serves
as a kind of faith-offering to God. And my suffering is also a faith-
offering. And in the sight of God it is as though both offerings mingle
together. That is why | rejoice in the offering you’re giving to God, and
I’m asking you to rejoice in my offering to God. We’re in this together.’
One of the most often recurring themes in the letter to the Philippians,
other than Christ and the gospel, is the theme of joy and rejoicing.
Notice how Paul sets the example of rejoicing despite his circumstances,
and how he insists that they rejoice too, again despite their
circumstances. The reasons for the rejoicing are 1) that he sees the
bigger picture behind this suffering: that God has granted him, and
them, the privilege of experiencing the way of Christ in this life (see
1:29); 2) that the gospel continues to advance despite these apparent
(and they are only apparent) setbacks (see 1:4 and 1:18-19); and 3) their
mutual suffering is an opportunity to mutually rejoice (which is the
theme of the above verses).

Application

Joy: In the words of CS Lewis, ‘Happiness depends on what’s happening,
whereas joy does not.’ Joy comes from knowing Jesus. Regardless of our
circumstances we are privileged to rejoice, and to rejoice for sound
reason: Christ has saved us. Christ knows about suffering. Christ is with
us. Christ is for us. Christ is powerfully at work in us. Christ will continue
to pour his love into us. Christ has plans for us. Christ is in control of our
circumstances. Christ will not abandon us. Christ will one day take us to
be with him forever, and the pain and suffering will be over. Christ will
make up in eternity the price that came from our obedience to him here.
Christ will cause the gospel to ultimately prevail. After all, Christ is Lord
of the Universe, and he is your and my Lord too. And we’re not suffering
alone: we’re in this together with other believers all over the world! In
the words of Habakkuk (see Habakkuk 3:17-18): ‘Though the fig tree
does not bud and there are no grapes on the vines, though the olive
crops fail and the fields produce no food, though there are no sheep in
the pen and no cattle in the stalls, yet | will rejoice in the Lord, | will be
joyful in God my Saviour.’ So, let’s not wait till the day of Christ to
rejoice (although 2:16 says there will be much boasting there). Rejoice
now. And let’s not wait till we feel like it. Rather, let’s rejoice because
we can see the bigger picture of Christ, and because of the assurance he
gives our heart that he is real! And our deep enduring joy, far more
meaningful than the fleeting spurts of circumstantial happiness, will
become evident, like star-light on a dark night, to people around us.
Rejoice!
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4. PAUL’S PLANS TO SEND TIMOTHY AND EPAPHRODITUS (2:19-30)

4.1 TIMOTHY IS COMING

19 | hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that | also may be
cheered when | receive news about you. 20 | have no one else like him, who
will show genuine concern for your welfare. 21 For everyone looks out for
their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. 22 But you know that Timothy
has proved himself, because as a son with his father he has served with me
in the work of the gospel. 23 | hope, therefore, to send him as soon as | see
how things go with me. 24 And | am confident in the Lord that | myself will
come soon.

Insight

* Paul started the letter with some introductory matters (1:1-11). Then he
reflected on his own time in prison and how he still found joy in Christ
even in this time (1:12-26). Then he communicated the main burden of
his letter by urging the church in Philippi to stand firm in the face of
opposition, and to stand together in like-mindedness and servant-
hearted humility (1:27-2:18). Now he tells them of plans he has
regarding them (2:19-30).

* To start he tells them that the moment he finds out how things go with
regard to his upcoming trial (v23) he will send Timothy to them. Paul is
almost certain that he will be released (rather than be executed) (see
1:25) although the timing of this is ‘in the Lord Jesus’ (which means ‘in
the hands of the Lord Jesus’). Anyway, the moment he knows more, the
first thing he will do is to send him to them for a short time, and then
when Timothy returns back to him with news of how they are doing, he
himself will come to them (v24). Paul is confident that he will be
released and that it will be soon, but again it is ‘in the Lord’ (i.e. in the
Lord’s hands) (v24).

* But why does he want to send Timothy to them? He gives two reasons: 1)
he wants Timothy to report back to them how the church in Philippi is
doing, and it is his hope that the feed-back will be so good that he will
be cheered (v19); and 2) he wants to send Timothy to them to freshly
embody to them the kind of ‘heart’ that he has been urging them to
pursue in 1:27-2:18, namely a heart that looks out for the interests of
Jesus Christ (which is another way of saying ‘looks out for the interests
of others (see 2:4)), and a heart that is reflective of Paul’s own passion
for the spread of the gospel. Timothy, after all, has been working so
close with Paul for so many years that he is like a son, a true reflection
of Paul himself. Although the church in Philippi know Timothy, Paul
reminds them to take a good look at Timothy’s heart and way of life as a
fresh reminder of what a Christ-pleasing life looks like.

* Interestingly, Timothy was co-writing this letter with Paul (although Paul
is dictating the content, Timothy is the one writing it down physically).
On the one hand, Timothy must have felt uncomfortable writing this
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down, but on the other he must have experienced it as the affirming
voice of a spiritual father and mentor in ministry.

Why did Paul say ‘I have no one like him ... for everyone else looks out
for their own interests’ (v20-21)? This can be misunderstood as Paul
speaking negatively of all the Christians and fellow-leaders that he had
ever served with, but this could not be what he means. Probably, he is
overstating his case as if to say, ‘Not all Christians are like Timothy at
all. In fact, it’s a rare thing to find someone like him - so when you
encounter him be freshly inspired to imitate him.” We must realize that
Paul had obviously heard reports of people’s selfish ambition, and people
looking out for themselves first, or else he wouldn’t have stressed this so
much in his letter.

Application:

Discerning the future: Paul’s future at this point was either execution
or release. He had spent much time preparing his heart for both
possibilities (1:19-24). But somehow, he became convinced that God was
going to release him (1:23) and soon (1:24). It seems like God has said to
him that he was going to be involved in more fruitful ministry yet (1:22).
But he didn’t know exactly when his release would happen, or how it
would happen, hence his two-fold use of the phrase ‘in the Lord’
(2:19,24). Similarly for us, there will be times when God may speak to us
about our future. He may tell us of how he is going to use us. He may tell
us of the final outcome of a trial, or a complicated situation. This can be
greatly encouraging. We may even have such faith that it will be, that
we can announce it to select people around us. But we must announce it
with humility, after all just because God has given us a glimpse of the
future, does not mean he has told us when it will happen, nor how it will
come about.

Role models: Paul had given the church a powerful letter with inspiring
descriptions of the character of Christ, as well as of instructions about
how to imitate this very character of Christ. But Paul knew they needed
more than that, since it is possible for people at an intellectual level to
agree that this is how the Christian life should be, and then to look
around and see something else and say to themselves, ‘But this is how
things actually are, so let me be realistic and not pursue anything more
than the current levels of godliness found in my peer group.’ So Paul
sent them somebody, Timothy, a living role model - not a perfect
person, but someone who was time-tested in his Christ-like courage and
humble, loving character. And today, we too need role models. And we
need to rise up in God and become those role models to others. For it is
impossible to make disciples of Jesus by words alone - we need to
display these words fleshed out in our lives, attitudes and actions. There
is something to be taught by teachers, but there is something to be
caught from role models.

Developing leaders: Timothy emerged to be one of the most trustworthy
and respected of Christian leaders, despite his very humble beginnings
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(see Acts 16:1-3). But how did Timothy develop this status and stature in
God’s kingdom? The answer is not that he was a highly ambitious leader,
but that he was a deeply reliable follower. He followed Paul. He worked
with Paul. But, note this: it was not Timothy’s efforts alone. More
importantly it was Paul’s efforts toward him. Paul recognized his
‘calling’ and took him under his wing, and developed a fatherly
relationship with him, while involving him in his ministry day to day. And
then he started giving him some special responsibilities along with deep
affirmations that he believed in him. And still today, this is the best way
to raise up leaders: let those who lead already (notice that it takes
leaders to make new leaders) take under their wing younger,
inexperienced men and women, and in a fatherly way build relationship
with them, and involve them in ministry as junior-partners. And then let
the the leaders express confidence in them, and give them some serious
leadership responsibilities. And let these younger men and women
follow. By follow | mean be reliable, available, teachable, committed,
and helpful. This is how trustworthy leaders in God’s kingdom will be
raised up.

4.2 EPAPHRODITUS IS COMING

25 But | think it is necessary to send back to you Epaphroditus, my
brother, co-worker and fellow soldier, who is also your messenger, whom
you s