
Philippians 1:18-30
Whatever …

Delight in whole-heartedly following Christ

Fill in the missing word: I’m dreaming of a … Christmas. As I’m pulling
together my thoughts for this service, it was still several days before Christmas Day,
and that particular song did occasionally echo around the house as Jenny was
listening to Radio Cornwall.

Just before Christmas last year - oh how unhappy we were when we were told
that a new Lockdown was going to be imposed on Boxing Day. This year, we’ve
been fretting about just what this latest version of the Virus is going to mean in the
way of New Year restrictions.

You could sum it up on each occasion, I think, that people are not happy. In
which case, what we’ve read this morning should be seriously shocking to us. If we
also are not happy about the prospects of several more months of relatively limited
association and having to wear masks in church, how does that compare with the
apostle Paul’s attitude to the level of restrictions he was facing when writing this
letter to the church at Philippi?

He doesn’t start with complaint, but with thanksgiving:

I thank my God in all my remembrance of you, …
(Philippians 1:3)

He seems far more concerned with the people he’s writing to than himself:

For God is my witness, how I yearn for you all with the affection of
Christ Jesus.

(Philippians 1:8)

In fact, Paul’s situation is far from obvious, as you start reading the letter. You
start to get a hint in v12 that something has happened that might be thought some
kind of disappointment or hindrance.

I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really
served to advance the gospel, …

(Philippians 1:12)

Oh, so that “imprisonment” mentioned in v7 is now, is it? It’s only in v13 that
you have it totally clarified:

… so that it has become known throughout the whole imperial guard
and to all the rest that my imprisonment is for Christ.

(Philippians 1:13)
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And even then, that’s in the context of saying that it’s not as bad as you might
have thought. Well, outcomes, perhaps, rather than conditions. And even this
imprisonment cannot stop Paul from rejoicing. Just think of what happens when
something terrible has happened to you: it typically throws a cloud over everything
else. It’s like the emotional version of one of those effects of Coronavirus: everything
becomes tasteless.  Life is all overshadowed by that tragedy in your life.

But Paul’s imprisonment doesn’t overshadow his!

… Christ is proclaimed, and in that I rejoice. Yes, and I will rejoice, …
(Philippians 1:18)

Even if I am to be poured out as a drink offering upon the sacrificial
offering of your faith, I am glad and rejoice with you all. Likewise you also
should be glad and rejoice with me.

(Philippians 2:17-18)
Finally, my brothers, rejoice in the Lord.

(Philippians 3:1)
Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice.

(Philippians 4:4)

So folks, if these are the words of a man who is far more confined, every
minute of the day, then we’re going to be over this next, what? month, season, year -
and, most likely, this imprisonment of Paul’s is going to end in his execution … how
on earth can he be so cheerful?

And if he can be cheerful in his circumstances, are there things here that we
need to learn, too, to lift our hearts up at what probably seems a rather dark and
discouraging start to another year?

If we look again at this passage that I read to you a moment ago, I think we
see a big clue in Paul’s recurring focus here. Did you notice it as I read through? I
think it was eight times in these thirteen verses: Christ.

You want it summed up in a single verse, or just a single phrase? What is it,
Paul, that makes all the difference to you?

For to me to live is Christ, …
(Philippians 1:21)

And if we read that, and want Paul to be a bit more specific … What does that
look like in everyday living and feeling and experience, Paul? … then I’d suggest we
look at three points here. If for Paul, “to live is Christ”, then he’s going to rejoice
when …

Christ is proclaimed
Christ is honoured
Christ is enjoyed
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Paul shares his whole-life focus on Jesus Christ and encourages his
Philippian readers similarly to live Gospel-worthy lives.

● Christ is proclaimed (18)

Now here, I concede, we’re picking up on a line of thought that started a few
verses further back. We would have assumed that imprisonment for Paul would
have been maybe a frustration, a humiliation, a worry, all sorts of things, and all of
them negative. If that happened to me, I would probably tick quite a lot of those
boxes.  But for Paul, it seems as if it has turned out as an overall positive.

And not just for Paul - or perhaps this is what is particularly prompts Paul to
rejoice - this apparent hindrance has actually helped the Gospel.

I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really
served to advance the gospel, …

(Philippians 1:12)

But how does that work?  First of all, he has a ready-made congregation!

… so that it has become known throughout the whole imperial guard
and to all the rest that my imprisonment is for Christ.

(Philippians 1:13)

All of them have had their turn being chained to Paul. He is a captive … but
they are a captive audience. The chains bind them to him, as well as him to them.
And every few hours, a new group of hearers is brought to Paul, courtesy of the
Roman authorities.  How about that for a turn-around to the situation!

But it’s not just Paul. Other people are speaking up now. Instead of being
intimidated, it seems that they are more like emboldened and encouraged by Paul’s
example - or even feeling that if Paul is off the scene, then they have to pick up
where he left off.

And most of the brothers, having become confident in the Lord by my
imprisonment, are much more bold to speak the word without fear.

(Philippians 1:14)

Now for something even more remarkable. Some of those people who have
been speaking up have been doing so for less than noble motives. They’re
believers, I think Paul is saying, because they know the Gospel and how to present it
to others, but there is also some ulterior and less worthy motive. It enables them to
push some kind of personal agenda rather more, now that Paul is out of the way.
Maybe they want to be the most famous preacher in the land, or to plant the most
new churches. They fancy being not just the leader of a church, but a whole group
of churches with the same kind of emphasis, pushing their particular spin on things.
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Some indeed preach Christ from envy and rivalry, but others from good
will. The latter do it out of love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of
the gospel. The former proclaim Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely
but thinking to afflict me in my imprisonment.

(Philippians 1:15-17)

For some of these people, it is as if Paul’s Formula One car is stuck in an
extended pit-stop, leaving the track free for them to clock up some extra laps - even
if nobody ever said that Gospel ministry was supposed to be a race like that.

And I think we can see something of this approach even now, with some of
the different groups and emphases that evangelical believers can still split into.
Starting nearest home, it’s certainly possible to push “the Reformed position” with, to
my mind, rather more than necessary zeal. Or maybe a particular line about healing
and spiritual gifts. Or planting churches with a particular emphasis on communal
living. Or special reverence for the teachings of a particularly gifted leader. Or how
important it is to view the current nation of Israel as part of God’s plan for the world -
or a particular line on the interpretation of world history and Biblical prophecy.

Folks, we need to be honest. We find it far too easy to split into our own little
tribes, with our own special focus that we feel needs to be pushed. And we can tend
to inwardly growl if we see churches with a different or, even worse, an opposite
focus growing and apparently thriving. But Paul has a different take on it. This really
doesn’t matter as much as whether these other people or other churches are true to
the Gospel.

What then? Only that in every way, whether in pretense or in truth,
Christ is proclaimed, and in that I rejoice.

(Philippians 1:18)

So it doesn’t look as if Paul regarded his role as an apostle of the church to
mean he was also a policeman of the church, going around to enforce conformity. It
looks from what he wrote later on in this letter that he realises there is a much more
effective agency at work in the church of Jesus Christ, and that is the Spirit of Jesus
Christ, at work in every believer.

I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in
Christ Jesus. Let those of us who are mature think this way, and if in anything
you think otherwise, God will reveal that also to you.

(Philippians 3:14-15)

It’s the Holy Spirit’s work to turn our eyes upon Jesus, and off our own
secondary agendas. So even if some people’s current emphases, we think, are
lopsided or unbalanced, if they use the Alpha Course instead of Christianity
Explored - and bear in mind that they probably think precisely the same about us …
the Christian life for Paul is not about secondary things like this. He has that one
consuming passion way above all these petty personal agendas:
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For to me to live is Christ, ….
(Philippians 1:21)

And therefore if it really is the Good News of Jesus Christ that these people
are preaching and teaching, then …

Only that in every way, whether in pretense or in truth, Christ is
proclaimed, and in that I rejoice.

(Philippians 1:18)

That’s what is going on in the world outside, while Paul is imprisoned. So he
rejoices because Christ is proclaimed. And also, in his imprisonment, Paul will
rejoice, because even in that …

● Christ is honoured (20)

It could even be that Paul will be called to lay down his life for the sake of
Christ. And he says, that’s OK. Because Christ can be honoured by that. In fact, it’s
more than OK. Amazingly, he rejoices, even factoring that possible death in those
possible circumstances into the picture.

Yes, and I will rejoice, for I know that through your prayers and the help
of the Spirit of Jesus Christ this will turn out for my deliverance, …

(Philippians 1:18-19)

No, don’t think “deliverance” there means release. It’s a bigger word than
that. Paul uses the word that we could also translate as “salvation”. Think, perhaps,
ultimate safety, ultimate security.

We need to insist on the same kind of thinking when it comes to illness, and
praying for healing. There’s that challenging verse in James about healing,
remember?

And the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord will
raise him up.

(James 5:15)

Notice the translation there, “save”, not heal. The “raise up” verb could mean
recovery, or it could mean resurrection. Because the people of Jesus Christ are not
promised health or happiness in this life, but salvation, ultimate security, ultimate
safety. So when Paul talks about “deliverance”, he still includes his own death as a
possible means that God might use to effect that deliverance.

… this will turn out for my deliverance, as it is my eager expectation and
hope that I will not be at all ashamed, but that with full courage now as always
Christ will be honoured in my body, whether by life or by death.

(Philippians 1:19-20)
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Now how does that work out, though? How can Paul look the Grim Reaper so
steadily in the eye?  Of course he needs to explain this ridiculous position.

For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.
(Philippians 1:21)

I’ve heard it said recently that we typically turn this on its head by swapping
the words around. In practice, we are far too tightly wedded - or would that be
welded - to this world. Even as believers in Jesus, we too often mentally revise this
verse to read

“To live is gain, and to die is Christ”.

So life here, long life, healthy life, success, travel, fulfilment, that’s great.
That’s what life is really all about. But don’t worry, when this life starts to get a bit
rough … when it drains away entirely … there’s still Jesus. As if the second best
was still to come.

But I really don’t think that’s anywhere near what Paul is saying. Put this
verse the right way around, and you see that even the worst thing that can happen to
you, in worldly terms, is still a benefit to you. You gain by dying. Folks, we have
been so conned by that phrase “so heavenly-minded that they’re no earthly use”,
that we have instead risked becoming so earthly-minded that we’re no heavenly use.

But how do Paul’s equations add up, though? What makes even death
something profitable for a believer in Jesus? Read on. First of all, there is good stuff
to do in this life. There are worthwhile things to do while we are alive. They are
pleasing to God.  They are useful in his Kingdom.  And this is satisfying.

If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful labour for me.
(Philippians 1:22)

But God is not primarily interested in us for the work he can get out of us. It’s
not as if the Kingdom of Heaven is as short on staff as just about every industry in
the UK is claiming to be at present! And Paul says that even if he finds this labour of
his rewarding, there is something far more tempting, because it is far better. He’s in
two minds about this!

Yet which I shall choose I cannot tell. I am hard pressed between the
two. My desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better.

(Philippians 1:22-23)

We could do with pausing here a moment, though, to ask ourselves a
question, because the answer might be relevant for ourselves too. Paul said that he
could honour Christ in his death:

… Christ will be honoured in my body, whether by life or by death.
(Philippians 1:20)
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You can see how Christ can be honoured by how we live - and we’ll come
onto that in a while, too. But how can Christ be honoured by someone’s death? Just
a few thoughts in passing.

I know that one of my previous pastors was quite moved by the account of the
martyrdom of Polycarp, the former Bishop of Smyrna, in the middle of the 2nd
century. Rather than burn incense to the Emperor - acknowledging Caesar as Lord -
and knowing that it would lead to his execution, Polycarp is supposed to have said:

86 years have I have served him, and he has done me no wrong. How can I
blaspheme my King and my Saviour?

I think Polycarp would have made a good Brit, with that masterful
understatement. But still testifying to the goodness of God as your life in this world
draws to a close - I think that would fit the bill for honouring Christ in death.

I’d also like to suggest that we can honour Christ in death by not playing the
avoidance game that is so popular in society nowadays. You’ve probably heard that
quip that the Victorians were obsessed with death, but didn’t ever dare speak about
anything to do with sex - and that we are now totally the opposite. So there are so
many roundabout ways of referring to death, thereby avoiding it, usually by
trivialising it. People talk about “kicking the bucket”, or “shuffling off this mortal coil”,
anything to avoid the starkness of using the words “has died”. I’m really not sure that
this helps. It avoids facing the facts. And avoiding the facts means missing out on
an opportunity to honour Christ.

So we need to face things square-on, as Scripture does.  What is death?

The last enemy …
(1 Corinthians 15:26)

But “the last enemy” does not mean the one that conquers all, like a
super-mega-boss at the end of a computer game that nobody can ever beat?
Honour Christ, and you will see death put in its place.

The last enemy to be destroyed is death.
(1 Corinthians 15:26)

I think we can also honour Christ in death by preparing ourselves, to whatever
extent we can, with wholesome Scriptural thinking and attitudes well in advance of
our coming to our last hour. Don’t wait for that terminal diagnosis. The proximity of
death doesn’t always clarify the mind. It can also so overwhelm you that you lose
that ability to think clearly, and to talk Scriptural sense and balance into your soul.

But, even having said all of this noble stuff about death, if it all deserts us at
that time, and all we can do is to shake and cry for sheer terror, despite all you have
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believed during your life, you can still honour Christ by turning to him in that panic of
desperation.

Think of the other end of the scale, a little kid being taken to the doctor for
some kind of vaccination or inoculation. Mum or Dad has taken them in, and handed
them to the health professional, and all the kid knows is that it’s scared and then
overwhelmed by an enormous unexpected pain. They wail. They scream. They
bawl at the top of their lungs. And they turn for comfort to that very parent who had
brought them in to be subjected to this torture.  And their instincts are right.

Folks, Christians down through the years have testified to knowing that God is
still there at time of extremity.  Here’s the verse you often hear quoted:

“There is none like God, O Jeshurun, who rides through the heavens to
your help, through the skies in his majesty. The eternal God is your dwelling
place, and underneath are the everlasting arms.”

(Deuteronomy 33:26-27)

Honour Christ with regard to death; trust now that even if as you approach
that season and find that all your trust has drained away, he will still catch you. Here
are Paul’s very nearly final words of Scripture, and they’re true - whether we have
faith enough to hold onto them at that moment or not:

The Lord will rescue me from every evil deed and bring me safely into
his heavenly kingdom. To him be the glory forever and ever. Amen.

(2 Timothy 4:18)

But back to Philippians. Maybe Paul is sharing some special insight God has
granted him as an apostle here, or maybe this is just his gut feeling - currently it
seems that he is needed a while longer on this earth. He is convinced that he can
die in a way which will honour Christ. But he can also live for a while longer in a way
that honours Christ.

But to remain in the flesh is more necessary on your account.
Convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue with you all, …

(Philippians 1:24-25)

And that will ensure not just that Paul rejoices because Christ is honoured, but
also that …

● Christ is enjoyed (19)

I know that I will remain and continue with you all, for your progress and
joy in the faith, so that in me you may have ample cause to glory in Christ
Jesus, …

(Philippians 1:25-26)
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How many times have you heard in testimonies when people are being
baptised, and they say something about they had seen something in the Christians
that they knew, and, basically, said “I want some of that for myself”? Folks, we are
walking adverts for Jesus Christ, wherever we go.

If we drive at maniacal (and illegal) speeds with a fish on our car, then we
are a bad advert for Christ. If whenever we walk down the road past our neighbour’s
houses we have a scowl on our faces, what does that make them think the
Christian life is like? How many adverts for this or that show people relaxing,
smiling, enjoying being together? Those advertisers are not dumb; they know that
people have that “I want some of what they’ve got” instinct - if it’s attractive.

And surely one of the best adverts for Christ is for the disciples of Jesus
Christ to enjoy Christ.  That’s what we have here

I know that I will remain and continue with you all, for your progress and
joy in the faith, so that in me you may have ample cause to glory in Christ
Jesus, …

(Philippians 1:25-26)

Even more than “enjoy”, you could argue. It’s an overflowing enjoyment.
That “glory” there is more literally “boast”. In Paul’s Roman society, status was so
important. They despised humility. So if I’ve got something that you haven’t, I can
boast. Only in Christian thinking, the delight is in being able to share what I have
you with. I have found joy in Jesus Christ, and my “boasting” about this is an
advertisement to other people to come and share in this wonderful discovery too.

Paul presumes, I think, that he might yet be granted another visit to Philippi

… so that in me you may have ample cause to glory in Christ Jesus,
because of my coming to you again.

(Philippians 1:26)

Only he also knows that that might not be the case. And, if that’s how it pans
out, here are some instructions for these dear people to live by. Yes, be exuberant in
your enjoyment of the life the Jesus Christ has granted you …

Only let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ, …
(Philippians 1:27)

In the Gospel you’ve found forgiveness for your own sins. So be forgiving
towards others.

In the Gospel you’ve been given the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. Emulate
that spirit, be gracious yourselves.

In the Gospel you’ve found the Truth. Be truthful people. Tell that truth to
yourself.  Speak that truth to one another.  Proclaim that truth to the world around.
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In the fellowship of the church, you break one loaf and share it between you.
You drink from one cup.  There is a spiritual logic to that:

Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all
partake of the one bread.

(1 Corinthians 10:17)

So let your lives be lived in harmony with that spiritual reality:

Only let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that
whether I come and see you or am absent, I may hear of you that you are
standing firm in one spirit, with one mind striving side by side for the faith of
the gospel, …

(Philippians 1:27)

Folks, we haven’t got to the end of the chapter, but we’ve got to the verse that
is on those verse-for-the-year cards that we sent to you a few days ago. A
suggestion, perhaps, that this is a verse that could set the tone of our church
fellowship throughout this year.

You know now that I’m planning to be absent from the church for several
months this year, and that’s primarily to give you folks all the practice you need again
in managing your own affairs without me in this role in the church.

It feels a bit arrogant, as if I’m putting myself here in the shoes of Paul, calling
the church to a certain approach to things, in, if necessary, his absence. But I have
to admit that that is what I am doing. It’s going to be a bit of a stretch for you this
year, as it always is when different people are called to work together.

Just look at the emphasis here in this verse is on unity: one spirit … one
mind … side by side. Folks, you’re going to need to work out how to order the
affairs of this church in my absence. Who does what, and how. Volunteering to do
things that you notice aren’t being covered. Being prepared to accept that someone
else is doing things in a way that you would prefer was done otherwise. You were
happy enough to accept my way of doing things.  But now you could say that it’s

When the cat’s away, the mice will play

But not everyone wants to play all the same games. And it could be like
playing Monopoly at Christmas: do you use the official rules, on the inside of the
box lid, or by your own house rules … and in which case, whose house?

And, more importantly, we’re not talking here about playing. This isn’t a
year-round church party that’s coming up. It’s going to take some serious effort.
That’s there in this verse, too: standing firm … striving - that “striving side by side”
phrase is literally “together-athletes”. Think of the training and hard work and
self-discipline that that implies.
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Folks, this year’s motto is not just something to stir your hearts for a couple of
weeks at the start of the year. That’s got to be a manifesto commitment for the
whole of the year. It’s got to be the regular and constant prayer and promise of each
of us.

Living out Gospel truth, embodying our beliefs in our actions:

… let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ, …
(Philippians 1:27)

Holding onto those truths of life, loving the Bible because that is where you
hear the voice of your God, and see the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, not budging
when people will try to deflect you from that commitment:

… standing firm in one spirit, …

(Philippians 1:27)

And refusing to just look inwardly, to think simply about keeping the doors
open for a few more years, but also committing to doing what it takes to proclaim
Jesus Christ to people who currently have no time for him.

… with one mind striving side by side for the faith of the gospel, …
(Philippians 1:27)

And folks, the only way this is going to happen is if you, and if we, take on
board that same consuming conviction that Paul declares here.

For to me to live is Christ, …
(Philippians 1:21)

At the start of this year of 2022, can we commit to this manifesto: to proclaim
Christ, to honour Christ, and to enjoy Christ, and to know delight in
whole-heartedly following Jesus Christ our Lord.
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