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Philippians - The Epistle of Christian Joy

Background:

1. The City of Philippi
Philippi was located in Macedonia about ten miles inland from the Aegean Sea. The original settlement was called Krenides (presumably because of the presence of a good water supply, inasmuch as the name means “springs”), but in 356 B.C. the name was changed by Philip 11, king of Macedonia (359-336 B.C.), when he enlarged the city with many new inhabitants and considerable construction.

    In 42 B.C. the Battle of Philippi was fought west of the city between the Second Triumvirate (Octavian, Antony, Lepidus) and the Republicans of Rome (Brutus, Cassius). The victory of Octavian resulted in Philippi's being made a military colony. Following the Battle of Actium in 31 B.C., in which Octavian defeated Antony, the status of Philippi was raised; the city was first given the title “Colonia Julia Philippensis,” and later, in 27 B.C., “Colonia Augusta Julia Philippensis”. The change in status provided the inhabitants with numerous advantages, including autonomous government, immunity from tribute, and treatment as if they actually lived in Italy. In fact, Philippi was the only “colony” in the area. Reflections of the Philippians' pride in their city may appear in Acts 16:20, 21, as well as in some of Paul's terminology (Philippians 1:27; 3:20).

    The Via Egnatia, the main highway from Asia to the west, passed through Philippi and ran alongside the forum of the city. Near the city was the river Gangites (modern Angitis).

2. The Church at Philippi

    The church at Philippi was founded in A.D. 50 in the course of Paul's second missionary journey (Acts 16). While the apostle was in Troas, he was instructed in a vision to proceed into Macedonia, and Philippi became the first European city in which he preached. Apparently the Jewish population in Philippi was small, at least there was no synagogue. The missionary party, consisting of Paul, Silas, Timothy, and Luke, met first with some women at a Jewish place of prayer by the river bank outside the city. The first convert was Lydia, a “God-fearer” (a term denoting a Gentile who had become a partial adherent to Judaism) who responded to Paul by receiving Christian baptism and opening her home to the missionary party. Other significant incidents were the exorcism of the demon from a slave girl and the conversion of the jailer and his family. These early converts were a most diverse and unlikely group with which to found a local church, but the grace of God overcame their differences.

    When the apostolic party moved on, Luke may have been left behind to guide the new work (the use of “we” in the narrative of Acts is dropped until 20:5-6 when Paul returns to Philippi). Luke himself is thought by some to have been a Philippian, and was perhaps the “man from Macedonia” Paul saw in his vision. The new church did not forget its founder, however, for gifts were sent to Paul on several occasions (Philippians 4:15, 16).

    Paul made a second visit to Philippi in A.D. 55-56 on his third missionary journey (Acts 20:1-6). Actually, he must have passed through the city twice: on his outward trip toward Corinth and again on his return at the time when he was on the way to Jerusalem with the collection for the poor there. Luke apparently rejoined the party at this latter visit. This visit to Jerusalem culminated in Paul's arrest and eventual imprisonment in Rome (Acts 21f.), which in turn brought about the occasion for this Epistle.

Occasion and Purpose
The Philippian church sent Epaphroditus to Paul with a gift from the congregation (4:18) and with instructions to minister to his needs through personal service (2:25). He also must have brought news of the progress and problems of the church. In the performance of his responsibilities, Epaphroditus became gravely ill, and the Philippians heard about it. For some reason, this latter circumstance greatly distressed Epaphroditus. Was he embarrassed because he felt he had disappointed the church? Or was he aware that his condition had been misinterpreted and criticized? Paul's request that the church receive Epaphroditus with all joy and that they hold him in high regard (2:29) implies that some misunderstanding had occurred.

    But Epaphroditus recovered and was ready to return home. This furnished the occasion for writing the Epistle. Paul wanted the church at Philippi to understand clearly that Epaphroditus had been a real fellow soldier in the Lord's work (2:25), that his illness had been extremely serious (2:27-30), and that he was worthy of a hero's welcome (2:29).

    The mention of the Philippians' gift (4:10-20) should not be regarded as Paul's first acknowledgment of their help. Too much time had elapsed since Epaphroditus's arrival for this to be a reasonable inference, nor would this mention have been delayed to the end if it had been the occasion for Paul's writing the Epistle. Because of the several contacts between Philippi and Rome before this time, Paul had undoubtedly sent his initial thanks promptly. We may adequately account for the additional mention of the gift in this Epistle as the apostle's grateful recollection of a very generous contribution.

    Other factors of a secondary nature may also have prompted the Epistle, such as Timothy's approaching visit (2:19), Paul's own hope of visiting the church (2:24), and the problem of the two women at Philippi (4:2).

    Of all the letters Paul wrote to churches, this one to the Philippians stands out as being the most personal. No sharp rebukes of the congregation mar its joyful spirit: no disturbing problems threaten the progress of the church. The warnings are of a cautionary and preventive nature that are always in order. The frequent emphasis on Christ explains the underlying relationship of Paul to his readers. The names Jesus Christ, Christ Jesus, Lord Jesus Christ, Lord Jesus, Jesus, Christ, Lord, and Savior, occur 51 times in the 104 verses of the Epistle.

Assignment: Read Philippians chapter 1 and answer the following:

1.  In what circumstances did Paul write this epistle? (1:13,30)


2.  What was the Philippians’ situation? (1:28-30)


3.  There are three groups of persons mentioned in this chapter: (1) Paul and Timotheus (v.1), (2) All the saints which are at Philippi, with the bishops and deacons (v.1) and (3) God our Father and … the Lord Jesus Christ (v.2) Read through the chapter again and find out what you can about:

a.  The relationship between (1) & (2)


b.  The relationship between (2) & (3)


c.  The relationship between (1) & (3)


4.  What can you learn from this?
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Philippians 1 - True Fellowship

I. The Theme of the Book of Philippians

The interesting thing about the Book of Philippians is that it was written by the apostle Paul on the theme of rejoicing in adversity, to Christians who were living in the very city where Paul had rejoiced and sung praises in a prison cell. And not only that, when Paul wrote this book to the Philippians, he was actually in prison again! This time he was suffering imprisonment in Rome, waiting to be tried again on false charges of causing trouble at Jerusalem. And the prospect of being executed was very real. But just like he did before in the Philippian jail, Paul was able to rejoice in his Roman imprisonment. At the time that he wrote the epistle, the Philippians themselves were suffering persecution. And the description given in the epistle (1:28) suggests the possibility of mob violence against the church. 

But despite the unsettling situation of both the writer and the recipients of the epistle, the Book of Philippians has been described as “The epistle of Christian Joy.” This is because the theme of joy is very strong in this book. Words that are derived from the word “joy” and “rejoice” occur a total of 18 times in this epistle which is only 4 chapters long. And Paul gives the exhortation to rejoice two times: First in 3:1 - “Finally, my brethren, rejoice in the Lord.” and then also in 4:4 – “Rejoice in the Lord always, and again I say, Rejoice.” No other book in the New Testament has such a great emphasis on Christian Joy as this one.

II. Three Relationships

If you read the beginning of the book (1:1,2) carefully, you will notice three groups of persons mentioned: The first group is “Paul and Timotheus (or Timothy), the servants of Jesus Christ,” the ones who were writing this letter. The second group is “All the saints in Christ Jesus which are at Philippi with the bishops and deacons,” the ones who were receiving this letter. And the third group is “God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ,” The ones about whom this letter was written. In these three groups we see the existence of three fellowship relationships: 

A. 
The Relationship between Paul & Timothy, and the Philippian Christians (1:3-5, 7-8)

In these verses we can already learn some things about what Paul did in his relationship with the Philippians: he thanked God for them, he fondly remembered the warm fellowship that he shared with them and prayed for them joyfully. He also had them in his heart, regarded them as partakers of his grace and longed very much to be with them. In v.8 Paul says “For God is my record, how greatly I long after you all in the bowels of Jesus Christ.”
The Philippians in turn, were concerned for Paul as can be seen in v.19 – “For I know that this shall turn to my salvation through your prayer, and the supply of the Spirit of Jesus Christ,” They evidently loved Paul prayed for his safety and deliverance while he was in prison. According to v.26, they would rejoice to see Paul again.

From this we see the close-knit, two-way relationship that existed between Paul and the Philippians. A strong Christian bond definitely existed between them both. This is the kind of Christian bond that should exist among us today. Christians can enjoy a fellowship with each other that is deeper than the friendships we have with others. We would long to spend time with each other, and we would be concerned for each other’s well being, remembering and praying for each other’s needs and burdens.

But this close relationship between us who are Christians exists only because of the common bond we share with the Lord Jesus Christ. It is only when we love the Lord deeply and are loved by Him, that we are drawn closer to each other. 

And this brings us now to look at the other two relationships in this chapter.

B. 
The Relationship between the Philippians, and God the Father and Christ.(1:26-29)

According to v.26 the Philippians rejoiced in Jesus Christ for Paul. In v.27, the Philippians are told to conduct themselves in a manner that becometh the gospel of Christ, which means they are to live lives that are worthy of their Lord Jesus Christ. And according to v.29 they were not only to believe on Him but also to suffer for His sake. 

And according to v.2 we see that God in turn is the one who grants to them grace and peace. In v.6 it is God who has begun a good work in the lives of the Philippians and will continue to perform it until Christ comes.

From this we see that a close-knit, two-way relationship existed between the Philippians and the Lord. He saved them, blesses them and works in their lives, and they in turn believe in Him, live for Him and suffer for His sake. This same relationship also existed between Paul and the Lord.

C. 
The Relationship between Paul, and God the Father and Christ.(1:18)

In v.18 we see Paul’s great desire to see Christ preached, whether in pretense of truth. In v.20 we see Paul’s earnest expectation that Christ should be magnified in his body, whether by life or by death. And in v.21 he goes all the way to say that to him, to live is Christ and to die is gain. Christ was everything to Paul. 

And Christ, in turn helped Paul in this close-knit, two-way relationship, as v.19 says: “For I know that this shall turn to my salvation through your prayer, and the supply of the Spirit of Jesus Christ”
It is interesting to observe that Paul even confessed that he faced a conflict between the two relationships he was involved in: “For I am in a strait [a very difficult situation] betwixt two, having a desire to depart, and to be with Christ; which is far better: Nevertheless to abide in the flesh is more needful for you.” (vv.23-24) Paul seems to be torn between two loves, so to speak! – his love for the Philippians and his love for Christ. He longs to leave this world immediately if possible, and be with Christ in heaven, but on the other hand, he also longs to remain in this world to help the Philippians.

III. How To Have True Fellowship

And so, we see in this whole chapter, a wonderful picture of the close bond that exist between Christians and their Lord Jesus Christ, together with the close bond that exist between themselves as a result of the bond that they have with Christ. This gives us then the first principle we need to follow in order to have true fellowship: 

A. 
Develop your relationship with the Lord (vv.9-11)

By drawing closer to the Lord, we will also draw closer to one another and enjoy the true fellowship that Christians can enjoy. We need to find time out of our daily schedule to read God’s Word and to pray. Are you keeping your daily Quiet Time? This is the key to developing and enjoying a vibrant relationship with God. When you see a brother in Christ suddenly becoming cold to other Christians and not enjoying the fellowship with others that he used to have, it is likely that he has been neglecting his quiet time. It is very easy to fall out of step with other Christians when one is out of step with the Lord. Therefore you should strive to maintain your Quiet Time each day. If you find that your Quiet Time has become a dull, unpleasant chore to get over with, then do something to change it. Do your best to make your quiet time a refreshing and exciting personal experience that will cause you to grow and develop spiritually.

Now, in vv.9-11 we see a special prayer that Paul made for the growth and development of the Philippian Christians – “And this I pray, that your love may abound yet more and more in knowledge and in all judgment; That ye may approve things that are excellent; that ye may be sincere and without offence till the day of Christ; Being filled with the fruits of righteousness, which are by Jesus Christ, unto the glory and praise of God.” Make this your own personal prayer for yourself in your Quiet Time each day. If you read it carefully you will see that it is really a prayer for growth into the full, mature image of Jesus Christ. Jesus loved people in knowledge and in all judgment. He approved the things that are excellent, and this means that He was able to discern what is best. He was always pure and sincere, He was without offense or blame, and He was filled with the fruits of righteousness. Ask the Lord earnestly to work in your life and transform you into this wonderful image of Christ, as you read His word and yield yourself more and more to His control.

B. 
Find ways to encourage other Christians (vv.12-14)

Encouragement is a very important element needed for True Christian Fellowship. But it requires a great deal of effort and personal sacrifice. One has to look beyond oneself in order to encourage others. One must take time to get deeply involved in the lives of others and be sensitive to their needs. We need this, if we want to encourage others. But so often, we tend to think only of ourselves and of our own need for encouragement. We focus our attention only on our own problems and trials, we moan and groan and tell people how bad things are for us, craving for sympathy and encouragement from others. 

Now as we look at vv.12-14 of our text, we will see that the apostle Paul could very easily have done that. Remember that he was in prison when he wrote this letter, and so he could have said, “Dear Philippians, I have bad news! Please pray for me. I am really feeling very down now because I am trapped in this prison and cannot go outside and travel around to preach the gospel. You know how shameful it is to be treated like a criminal, guarded day in and day out by Roman soldiers! And worse than that, there are some people outside who seem to be happy that I am imprisoned and who are preaching now for the wrong motives – just to spite me and make me feel bad!”
Although Paul could have written that way, he knew that this would not be encouraging news to the Philippians at all. Though he was probably in great need of encouragement himself, he made it a point to find ways to encourage others, even through those terrible circumstances that he was in. And so he encouraged the church by informing them that God was using even this unpleasant imprisonment to work out His purposes, for the furtherance of the Gospel. How encouraging it is to know that wonderful results were coming out of it!

But how could this happen? First, Paul's imprisonment gave him the opportunity to preach to the Roman soldiers who guarded him day and night and also to the prisoners in the neighbouring cells. Paul now had the very unique opportunity to bring the Gospel to a whole new group of people. If you look now at the end of the Book of Philippians in 4:22 you will see the mention of “they that are of Caesar’s household.” Some believe that this means that some of the Roman soldiers who guarded Paul became Christians after hearing the Gospel, because the term Caesar’s household may refer to soldiers of the personal guard of the Roman Emperor who also took turns to function as guards in the Roman prison. 

From the Book of Philemon (v.10) we learn also that Paul had the opportunity to lead a runaway slave named Onesimus to the Lord Jesus Christ during this time of imprisonment. So the gospel was still going forth victoriously and souls were still being gloriously saved. And Paul wanted the Philippians to be encouraged by this news. 

Another way in which Paul encouraged the Philippians is to tell them that many others had started to preach, teach and share the gospel because of his absence (v.14) Although Paul mentioned here that some were preaching for the wrong motives, he was still happy that the gospel of Jesus Christ was being preached (v.18). We can learn much from the way Paul looked at his problems. When he looked at them he saw the good that could come out, or that had come out of them. We also learn that no matter how bad things are with us, we should try to find ways to encourage others. There is joy in encouraging others.

Use God’s Word to strengthen them, to motivate them, and to assure them. Make an effort to lift up the spirits of fellow believers in church, at home and in your work place. Be a source of sunshine and life to others. People around us may look outwardly alright, but many of them have unspoken fears, hurt feelings and hidden anxieties that they keep inside their hearts. And even when people do not have these needs, and are already well, we can still encourage them to do more for the Lord. According to Hebrews 10:24, we should “consider one another to provoke unto love and to good works.”

C. 
Live for Christ and for Others rather than for Self  (vv.20-26)

The tendency that most people have in this modern age is to live for self. We tend to do things that are centred around self – based the personal benefit that can be derived from them. People generally do not want to lose any opportunity to help themselves. They want to exalt themselves, sometimes at the expense of others. Hence everything they do revolves around this egocentric self.

But we who have belong to Christ, should not see things like that. Paul was a very good example of this. According to vv.20-21, Paul’s greatest desire was that Christ should be magnified through him whether by his life or by his death. He lived for Christ, to exalt Christ. If he died, it also would be to exalt Christ. Indeed, death would bring him face-to-face with Christ (as he said in v.23)! Do you have this desire that Christ should be magnified through you? Do you want Jesus Christ to be glorified in everything that you do and say? “Only one life, ‘twill soon be past; Only what’s done for Christ will last.”
If you want your life to have real purpose, meaning and joy, make Jesus Christ the centre of your life. Live for Him, speak for Him, work for Him, do everything for Him. Begin each day with Christ, go through the day with Him and end the day with Him. “Whatsoever ye do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus,” (Col 3:17) So that you too can say like Paul, “For to me to live is Christ and to die is gain.”
Besides putting Christ first in your life, you also need to put others before self. And we can also learn this from the Apostle Paul. In vv.23-24 he said, “For I am in a strait betwixt two, having a desire to depart, and to be with Christ; which is far better: Nevertheless to abide in the flesh is more needful for you.” We notice how Paul placed the Philippian Christians before himself. He himself would very much love to be in the presence of Christ immediately. That would be the end of all his toil and suffering in this world. But because of the needs of the Philippians, he sacrificed what he wanted, in favour of staying back to help them. 

In the same way, we too must be willing to place others before self. We must be willing to make sacrifices for others, to go out of the way to help them, to bear inconveniences for their sake, if this is necessary. Open your eyes and ears to things that are around you and you will soon realise that there are people everywhere who need your help. Some of them may be finding it hard to cope with life, and with their responsibilities. Others may be going astray into a wrong path because of the world’s influence. They may need more than just encouragement from you. They might need some physical help and spiritual help as well. You can pray for them, you can also do something substantial for them, if you have the means and the ability to do so. 

And when you live like this for Christ and for others, self will have to come last. This is the order of priority you must maintain: Jesus must always come first, Others second and then last comes Yourself. And if you take the first letters of each of these words they form the word “JOY”! This reminds us of the overall theme of the book of Philippians - Christian Joy. We have just seen how we can find Joy in your relationships with others: firstly – by Developing your relationship with the Lord, secondly – by Finding ways to Encourage other Christians, and thirdly – by Living for Christ and for Others rather than for Self.

How well do you now know Philippians chapter 1? Answer the following to find out:
1.  The church in Philippi had no organisation.
True / False

2.  Paul often remembered the saints at Philippi. 
True / False

3.  Even though God saves us, He leaves our Christian growth entirely in our own hands. 
True / False

4.  Paul was released from prison before he wrote this letter to the Philippians. 
True / False

5.  Paul’s imprisonment hindered the spread of the gospel. 
True / False

6.  Some men thought they could make Paul jealous by preaching the gospel. 
True / False

7.  Paul wanted to remain on earth, because he was afraid to die. 
True / False

8.  The Philippians would rejoice if Paul could pay them another visit. 
True / False

9.  The Philippians were to be agreed on matters of the Gospel 
True / False

10.  Those who believe on Christ will never have to suffer for His sake. 
True / False

Assignment for our next meeting: Read Philippians 2:1-11 and answer the following questions:
1.  What kind of attitudes threatened to destroy the unity and fellowship that the Philippians had? (2:3-4) Why is it wrong for a Christian to have these attitudes?


2.  What steps can Christians take to overcome these attitudes? (2:1,3-5)


3.  Does Christian humility mean that we always must think first of others and can never do anything for ourselves? Explain your answer.





4.  How did Jesus Christ demonstrate a servant attitude? (2:6-8) 

5.  In what ways should we demonstrate this “servant attitude” ?
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Philippians 2:1-11 - Humility

I. Attitudes of Pride and Self-Centredness
Pride is the most common sin that you can find in this world. Both good and bad people are guilty of it. Pride is actually a sin of the heart. There are some forms of pride that are very visible, while other forms cannot be seen by people at all. The most obvious form of pride is straightforward boasting. Another obvious form of pride is: the craving to be the center of everybody’s attention. Yet another form of pride is the desire to be honoured and praised by others. One form of pride that is more subtle is the habit of putting down others all the time. When a person keeps on criticising and putting everyone else down, the implication becomes clear: he is better than everyone else!

And as there are many forms of pride, there are also many areas in which a person may become proud. Some are proud because of their social position, their status, rank or the office they hold. People love to be promoted to prominent positions of authority and honour. Others may be proud of their good physical attributes – because of their height, beauty, good figure or strength. Some others are proud because of their intellectual abilities – because of they have been getting the best grades in exams and the top place in school. And there are yet others who are proud because of their past achievements and services they have rendered. There are also people who pride themselves in their own goodness, humility, their faith, and think that they are better and holier than others. 

But whatever the area of pride is, people love it, and enjoy it. Pride makes a person feel very nice inside. There is a special kind of joy found in pride, but unlike the true joy that Christians have, it is not a lasting joy.

God’s response to the sin of pride in this world is always the same: He hates it. And we must regard the sin of pride in the same way that God Himself regards it. Pride must be removed and replaced instead with Humility. 

II. The Cultivation of Humility
Humility is an important virtue that is priceless. In order to be humble, one’s natural desires and inclinations have to be overcome. The natural man within us is not humble at all. It is self-seeking. It is self-promoting. To be humble and lowly and unnoticed is not part of any person’s inborn traits. Humility has to be learned and cultivated. This sometimes requires a great deal of effort and constantly reminding ourselves, that we need humility. And how do we learn and cultivate humility?

In Philippians 2:1-11 Paul was urging the Philippian Christians to cultivate the attitude of humility. The precious bond of true Christian fellowship which the Philippians enjoyed was threatened. If they were not careful they would quarrel and disintegrate. The sin of pride was present within some members of the church and creating havoc in their relationships. As long as they kept looking down on others, refusing to make allowances for others, or admit their own mistakes, there would be disharmony, strife and division instead of joy and close fellowship. Whenever you hear of interpersonal problems between persons, you can almost always trace the source of it to the sin of pride. The apostle Paul recognised this great internal danger, and dealt with it by teaching them to cultivate humility. We can divide this passage up into two parts, both teaching us to cultivate humility, but in different ways: 

A By Considering What we already have in Christ. (2:1-4)

And all the four conditions listed in v.1 would be true of Christians. They are already realities for us. And so if we are Christians we would read it like this: ““Since there is therefore consolation in Christ, since there is comfort of love, since there is fellowship of the Spirit, since there are bowels and mercies,” Let us take a close look at each of them:
1. Consolation in Him. Each of us who are in Christ are encouraged and in fact, obligated to live for Him. And Jesus clearly taught His disciples to be humble, and so we have an obligation to cultivate humility. 

2. Comfort of His love. Since Christ loves us so much, much more than anyone has ever loved us, His love must surely constrain us or compel us to love one another and exercise humility in our relationships with each other. 

3. Fellowship of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is given to us to transform our lives and to help us cultivate Christian graces like humility. Without the Holy Spirit, we would never be able to develop humility. But now that we have the Holy Spirit dwelling inside us, we actually have no excuse for not developing humility. 

4. Compassion for others. That is the meaning of the “bowels and mercies” here. And it is impossible to exhibit tenderness and loving compassion for others without humility.

If all these four things are true in us, and they should be, if we are truly born again Christians, then it becomes not only possible but even necessary for Christians to work together very closely and harmoniously, without striving, quarrelling and dividing. But the one thing that sometimes keeps us from that is self-centred pride. Pride must now be removed because of all these things that we have in Christ. 

To be proud would be totally contrary to the consolation we have received, the comfort of love, the fellowship of the Spirit and the virtues of compassion that we should be having. How can we say that we are truly in Christ, if at the same time we allow pride to divide us, and to create strife and jealousy in our midst? A proud Christian is really a contradiction of terms. 

A Christian is a person who has been saved by God’s grace, not at all by his own works of righteousness. All that he is and all that he has, is from God and is totally undeserved. He therefore has nothing to boast about, there is nothing that he can glory in. So how can a Christian be proud? 

Whenever you are tempted to think very highly about yourself, ask yourself this question: What would I be now, if God did not help me at all? Do you realise that God has made you what you are today? Do you realise that all your talents and abilities, your achievements, your health, your strength, your salvation and even  the very life you have now, are all granted to you by God? And if you have done anything good for the Lord, like living a life that is pleasing in His sight, doing His will, or bringing a friend to Christ – all these things are actually God’s work in your life. Even after having done all these things, remember that you have nothing to boast about or be proud of: you are only a sinner saved by grace.

And therefore since all these things are given to us by God, we should be thankful and for them and also be humble. But in what ways are we to be humble? Paul tells us in v.3,4, “Let nothing be done through strife or vainglory; but in lowliness of mind let each esteem other better than themselves. Look not every man on his own things, but every man also on the things of others.”
There are three very practical points given in these two verses on how to be humble, and we notice that they all have to do with the mind. The first is to examine our motives in everything that we do, and make sure that rivalry and pride are not the motivation for our actions. “Let nothing be done through strife or vainglory.” Each time we do something, we must think, “What am I doing this for? -- Is it for God and for others, or is it for myself?” 

Do you know that a person can be doing something good, but for the wrong motives – out of pride, and trying to show that he or she is better than others? It could even be praying, reading the Bible, attending fellowship meetings and church services. For example you are here right now at this camp. Think now. What were your real motives for coming here? Did you genuinely come here to benefit from learning God’s Word, or did you come for some other reasons? God knows our real motives for all the things that we do. So let us be careful to examine them.

The second practical point is all about the way we think about people. “In lowliness of mind let each esteem other better than themselves.” To be humble, you should not think that you are better than others. You should always consider others to be better than you are. This does not mean that we must have false views of our own value and of our gifts as compared with those of others, and develop an inferiority complex. It means that we should consider others to be more deserving of privileges, rewards and credit than ourselves. We should be satisfied to remain in the shadows and let others take the limelight and the glory.

The third practical point is all about the way we think about our own needs and interests. “Look not every man on his own things, but every man also on the things of others.” Here our thinking must be enlarged to include the needs and interests of others beside our own. This does not mean that we become very “kaypo” or busybodies, trying to mind other people’s business or run their lives for them. It means that we must care for the welfare of others, besides caring for our own welfare. If you have a friend who needs help, you should not say, “That’s his problem, not mine.” But see if you are able to help him. 

Genuine humility causes a person to be interested in and concerned for others, and especially in his dealings with them. Because he is interested in others, he is more willing to listen to them, rather than to be listened to by them. He is very ready to apologise to others he they have been offended by him. He is very ready to forgive others when they have offended him. He is able to sympathise with others when they are having problems. He is able to rejoice with others when they are successful. A proud person, by contrast, wants people to listen only to him and his views all the time; he never likes to make apologies to others or forgive others; he is indifferent to the needs and problems of others and becomes jealous when others do better than him. Dear friends, think about all these things as they relate to your own life now. Do you have genuine humility?

Please try your best to apply these three practical points on humility: Always examine your motives for whatever you do, regard others as being better than yourself and be interested in other people not only in your own self. We have already seen how we can cultivate humility by considering what we have in Christ. Now let us go on to the second part of the passage to see how we might cultivate humility by:

II. Considering What Christ did to deliver us from sin.

Christ has set the most perfect example of humility for us. There is really no example that is better than His. And therefore there is no greater challenge to us to cultivate humility than the challenge to follow our Lord’s supreme example, as Paul says in v.5 --”Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus:” In other words, to be humble is to be like Jesus Christ Himself.

Now verses 6-11 gives us the most wonderful summary of the whole history of Jesus Christ that can be found in the whole Bible. In just a few short verses, it covers a time period of billions of years, stretching from eternity past to eternity future! Let us try to analyse it together: v.6 begins with eternity past when Christ was God the Son, the second person in the Trinity. V.7 describes the next stage, which is His incarnation, when the Son of God now came to earth 2000 years ago to be born in a humble stable. By doing this, He now became the Son of Man. Then he lived for 33 years and died on the cross for our sins (v.8). v.9 then speaks about his ascension back to heaven and exaltation by God the Father. And finally vv.10 and 11 tell us about the glorious worship that Christ will receive in eternity future, from every creature. 

In this whole process, Jesus has saved us and brought us out of sin and darkness into glory and heaven. “The Son of God became the Son of Man, that the sons of men may become sons of God!” Now let us study this passage now to see exactly what it teaches us about humility. Firstly we can see humility being taught in what Christ was willing to give up.

According to v.6 Jesus had everything: He had the honour of being equal to God, for He is Himself, God. And He had every right to hold on that honour. And yet according to v.7 He made Himself nothing. The words “made Himself of no reputation” literally means “He emptied Himself.” He lowered Himself down from the glory of His highest ranking majesty, and morally perfect environment, in order to join the common ranks of a morally imperfect humanity. 

In all history there have been very great leaders who were willing to give up their comfort and glory for a time to live and work with their lowly subjects. One rare example of this was the Emperor of Imperial Russia many centuries ago, named Peter the Great. 

Although he was a great emperor, he submitted himself to become an ordinary carpenter in a foreign shipyard to learn the shipbuilding trade and bring it back to Russia. He also refused to accept a commission in his own army until he had worked himself up the ranks from just being a private. He was truly an exception among kings and there is no monarch like him today. One can hardly imagine Queen Elizabeth deciding to work as a garbage collector in one of our HDB estates! The mere thought of this would be repulsive to her.

How much more repulsive then would the thought be to the Lord Jesus Christ, of becoming a frail lowly creature in this world? And not only that, but to be in the midst of all the wrong-doings, evil schemes and crimes of human society? The one great difference between the Lord and man, is that He is holy while man is sinful. According to Habakkuk 1:13, The Lord “is of purer eyes than to behold evil, and canst not look on iniquity:” He cannot stand sin. And yet when He was born into this world, He had to endure living with the sins of those whom He lived, ate, talked and walked with. Can you imagine how uncomfortable life on earth must have been for Him? And toward the end, He even had to submit Himself to becoming the innocent victim of a sinful plot against Him, when He was nailed to die on the cross. He was willing even to give up His own life. Verse 8 tells us: “And being found in fashion as a man, He humbled Himself, and became obedient unto death, even the death of the cross.”
When all these points are considered, the only thing we can say is that no one has ever given up as much as Christ gave up in order to save us. Now let us consider our own selves. If Christ has done this, would it right for us, who belong to Him, to promote ourselves up by trying to gain every honour that we can possibly attain? And would it be right for us to hold tightly and refuse to deny ourselves all the things that we glory ourselves in? Obviously not. Jesus Himself said “If any man will come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me.” (Matthew 16:24). If we want to follow Christ and become like Him, then we must be like Him in self-denial. We must be willing to give up even our rights to glory and honour. This is the first lesson on humility that this passage teaches us.

Now, the second lesson on humility that we can learn from it, can be seen in what Jesus became after He gave up His position of equality with God the Father. According to v.7, Jesus “took upon Him the form of a servant.” He became a servant. 

Jesus demonstrated this very clearly when the disciples were gathered together for the Last Supper. Let us turn our Bibles to John 13. In vv. 4 & 5 we see that Jesus rose up from the Supper table, laid aside His garments; took a towel and girded Himself and proceeded to wash their feet which were all dirty and smelly from walking on the dusty streets of Jerusalem. What He did was surprising to them. He was actually doing the work of a servant, even though He really was their Master. They should be the ones washing His feet! Then He said to them in John 13:14,15- “Ye call Me Master and Lord: and ye say well: for so I am. If I then, your Lord and Master, have washed your feet; ye ought to wash one another’s feet. For I have given you an example, that ye should do as I have done to you.”
How do we apply this principle today? Some have applied this literally and have turned foot-washing into a ceremonial rite performed during worship, like the Lord’s Supper. But what our Lord was emphasising was really the principle of humility - Being humble means being willing to be a servant and to do things which may be beneath one’s rank or status in life. Even things which one would regard as gross and unpleasant.

This is an area where humility must be cultivated and exercised. If Christ did not mind humbling Himself, why should we? Are we greater than Him? We really have no excuse at all for not being willing to do the meanest and lowliest of tasks assigned to us, since our Lord was willing to perform the unpleasant servant task of washing his disciples’ feet. And Jesus Himself said, “If any man desire to be first, the same shall be last of all, and servant of all.” (Mark 9:35). Let us remember that we are servants – we are to serve the Lord, and one another, with humility.

Finally let us consider the blessings of humility. This provides yet another incentive for us to cultivate humility. In our passage of Philippians 2, we notice in v.9 that after Jesus humbled Himself, God exalted Him. There is a very striking parallel to this in 1 Peter 5:5,6 Let us turn our Bibles to these verses and read them – “Likewise, ye younger, submit yourselves unto the elder. Yea, all of you be subject one to another, and be clothed with humility: for God resisteth the proud, and giveth grace to the humble. Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you in due time:” 

We all live in a crooked world where the trend is for people to exalt themselves. Let us be different from the world. Let us humble ourselves and let God exalt us in due time. By doing this, we will have the joy of shining forth as lights, showing Christ’s humility to the world by the way we live. 

How well do you know Philippians 1:1-11? Answer the following to find out:
1.  If the Philippians were of the same mind, Paul would be happy. 
True / False

2.  The Philippians were to have great pride in their accomplishments. 
True / False

3.  Christians are to have respect for one another. 
True / False

4.  Christians are to have the mind of Christ. 
True / False

5.  Christians should be concerned about the welfare of others. 
True / False

6.  Christ is not equal to God the Father in the Trinity. 
True / False

7.  Christ came to this earth as a highly honoured king. 
True / False

8.  Even though Jesus was the Son of God, He was also man. 
True / False

9.  There will come a time when every knee will bow to Jesus Christ. 
True / False

10.  The name of Jesus is supreme so far as God is concerned. 
True / False

Assignment for our next meeting: Read Philippians 2:12-30 and answer the following questions:
1.  Which word in 2:12 links this section with the preceding section (v.8) ?


2.  Read 2:12 & 13. What is the relationship between the words “work out” and “worketh in”? How does this affect your understanding of salvation by faith?



3.  What attitudes should we not have when we do all things? (v.14)


4.  What is the function of God’s children in the world? (vv.15,16)

5.  What would cause the apostle Paul to rejoice in the day of Christ? (vv.16,17)


6.  What were some good qualities that Paul found in Timothy? (vv.19-23)


7.  Why was Epaphroditus to be received by the Philippians with gladness and honour? (vv.25-30)


8.  List as many benefits and advantages as you can, of having a life that is a shining testimony
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umility and obedience are actually related. Look at Phil 2:8, where we see that Jesus “humbled Himself, and became obedient unto death, even the death of the cross.” Our Lord was not only an example of humility but also a good example of obedience as well. In His case, it was His humility that gave rise to His obedience. It is easy to be obedient to God’s Word when it requires us to do things that we ourselves would like to do – things like praying, singing, reading the Bible regularly. But oftentimes God’s Word requires us to do things we may not naturally like to do – like repenting of our sins, loving our enemies, and being a witness for Him at our place of work. This is where we need humility in order to be obedient.

After v.8, obedience is mentioned again in Philippians 2:12 – “Wherefore, my beloved, as ye have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.” To find the true joy of life, one must live in obedience to God’s Word. And what is obedience? In a nutshell, obedience means submitting or yielding to authority, and in our case, we are referring to God’s authority. A servant obeys his master because the master has authority over him. And so we obey God, because He is our Lord and Master. He issues the orders, directives and commands and we are to carry them out. 

Now look at the end of v.12 The command for obedience is given as “working out our salvation with fear and trembling.” And this brings out the great sense of authority that God has over us. He has every right to expect full obedience from us, because He has already saved us and redeemed us by His mercy and grace. We are now His servants who should have a sense of holy fear before our Master and who should tremble at the thought of disobeying Him. By the way, please don’t misinterpret this verse to teach that salvation is by our own works, besides faith. It is not. 

The Bible teaches that salvation is by faith alone and when a person believes in Jesus as his personal Lord and Saviour he is already saved and has eternal life. He does not have to add anything to complete his salvation. But when a person is really saved, his life will show it naturally by producing works. Our obedience to God after we are saved proves that God has really done His work in our lives (v.13). Therefore, when Paul exhorts us to “work out our salvation” he is not telling us to “work for our salvation” but to “let the salvation we already have bring forth works or obedience.” 
This therefore gives us one way to tell if we are truly saved or not. Obedience is one of the marks of a true born-again Christian. I would like all of us to think very carefully about this. Most of us regard ourselves as being Christians. But perhaps some may not be true Christians after all. Please ask yourself: Do I have this mark of a true Christian in my life? Am I obedient to God? 

Now, while we have defined obedience simply as submission to God’s authority, there is much more to obedience than this. And now, let us learn from God’s Word several things that characterises obedience to the Lord: Firstly it must be an attentive obedience. Proverbs 4:20 tells us: “My son, attend to My words; incline thine ear unto My sayings.” It is interesting to note that in the Bible, the word for obey in both Old and New Testaments is derived from the word for hearing. Hence “to obey” literally means to “Give ear to” or “to listen to.” This gives us the idea of  close attentiveness, which is really the first step toward obedience. 

A missionary translator was trying to find a word for “obedience” in the native language. This was a virtue seldom practiced among the people into whose language he wanted to translate the New Testament. As he returned home from the village one day, he whistled for his dog. And immediately the attentive dog came running at full speed to him. An old native, seeing this, said admiringly in the native language, “Your dog is all ear,” Immediately the missionary knew that he had found his word for obedience! Like that dog, we too must be “all ear” in our obedience. We must pay full attention to God’s Word. And we cannot say that we are obedient to God if we do not take the trouble to read the Bible well, and listen carefully to the exposition of His Word when it is preached and taught in our church and Bible studies. 

Now, giving attention requires time and concentration. We have to keep our ears and minds fully tuned to receive the Word of God, and not let our minds be distracted or wander away from it. 

Secondly our obedience must be an unquestioning obedience. We cannot say that we are obedient to God, if we question, complain or argue against what He says to us. Look at v.14 - “Do all things without murmurings and disputings.” God did not issue His Word for us in order for us to do a feasibility study on it and then report back to Him on whether we want to actually carry it out or not. The language of obedience is: “God has said it. That settles it. I will do it.” And let us never think that we are wiser than God, and try to modify His orders and instructions to suit our situation. 

A king of Israel by the name of Saul was commanded by God to kill all the enemies of Israel, including their livestock and animals. But he did not fully obey what God had told him to do. He thought that it would be better to spare the animals so that they could be offered to God as thanksgiving sacrifices. Instead of being commended, he was rebuked (1 Samuel 15:22): “Hath the LORD as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the LORD? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to hearken than the fat of rams.” Dear reader, there is really no substitute at all for strict, unquestioning obedience to God’s Word. Please do not make exceptions for yourself and think that you know better than God.

Thirdly our obedience must be a wholehearted obedience. Let us look at Deut 30:2 – “And shalt return unto the LORD thy God, and shalt obey His voice according to all that I command thee this day, thou and thy children, with all thine heart, and with all thy soul;” It is not enough for us just to be attentive and unquestioning in our obedience. A person can have both of these characteristics and still carry out God’s will in a half-hearted way, moaning and dragging his feet. God wants us to obey, and to obey Him whole-heartedly. Our obedience must be from the heart. Let us look at Romans 6:17 – “But God be thanked, that ye were the servants of sin, but ye have obeyed from the heart that form of doctrine which was delivered you.” Has your obedience been an obedience from your heart? To obey from the heart, means you obey because you yourself really want to obey, and not for any other reason. The desire to obey has to come from yourself; it has to be out of your own conviction.

Now, there are many Christians who do obey the Lord, but not because it is their own heartfelt conviction that they should obey Him. They obey God’s Word because their parents, or Sunday School teachers, or Bible study group leaders taught them to do so. And as long as the guiding influence of these people, who taught them to obey God’s Word, continues to support them and encourage them toward obedience they are able to keep this up. They are able to maintain a shining testimony for the Lord when as long as these people are around.

But the real test of obedience comes when these people are not around. Let us read v.12 again -- “Wherefore, my beloved, as ye have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence,” The apostle Paul commended the Philippians for their faithful obedience to God’s Word while he was with them. But now he was very concerned that they should continue to be obedient in his absence. Why did he have to say this at all? Remember that Paul was the one who had established the church at Philippi. He had led them to Christ, and taught them the scriptures well, and they grew strong spiritually because of his strong support and encouragement. 

But Paul could not be with them forever, and so there came a point in time when he had to leave them on their own. In fact when Paul wrote the words “in my absence” he may be referring not only to his absence from the Philippians, but his absence from the world. The prospect of being executed was very real to him. The question then is: Would they continue to obey God’s Word when Paul was no longer around to guide them, influence them and support them? If their obedience continued and increased, then it would be true whole-hearted obedience. This would show that their desire to obey was really out of their own conviction, and not out of Paul’s conviction imposed upon them. But if, during Paul’s absence, their obedience decreased or stopped, then this would show that they had not obeyed from their own hearts.

The real acid test of our obedience comes when we have to stand on our own. It is then that people will be able to tell if our obedience is whole-hearted or not. Please be honest to ask yourself now: will you still maintain your present conduct when you are isolated from your Christian friends and Bible study group members, when there is no one at all from church to watch over you? Will you still be obedient to God’s Word when you are the only Christian in the company of non-Christian friends or colleagues, or when you enter into a totally new environment where nobody knows you yet? 

This is the time when you will face the greatest temptation to say: “I’m on my own now, far removed from my Christian leaders and peers. They can’t possibly check on me or correct me now. At last, I can now relax and live the way that I want.”  Then as you relax your vigilance, let your guard down, sooner or later you will begin to compromise. It really saddens my heart to tell you that I have known many who have proven that their obedience is not wholehearted like this. 

A pastor who is my very good friend told me some time ago about how sad he was to see his eldest daughter change when she went overseas to Canada for her tertiary education. Before she went, she was very zealous for the Lord. Having grown in a good Christian family, she was actively serving the Lord in a fellowship group, playing the piano for worship service, and even going out with her father for door-to-door evangelism. But when she got her ‘A’ level results she found that she was not able to get into a local university. And so she applied for a university in Canada and succeeded. She assured her godly parents that she would be all right over there, and would continue to bear a shining testimony for the Lord. 

But when she was there all on her own, away from the strong influence of her loved ones and other Christians, she somehow changed, and after she returned to Singapore, she got married, started to work and now she does not want to have anything at all to do with Christ, and no longer goes to any church. Her shining testimony has ceased. 

And since she has ceased to obey God’s Word and to work out her salvation with fear and trembling, this may imply that her salvation was not genuine. She had not really believed in Jesus and therefore she is not saved. How sad it is to see this happening to her! And how very sad it would be, if it should also happen to you.

And because it is possible for this to happen, I would like you to think very carefully about your present convictions. Why are you a Christian? Why do you want to obey God’s Word? Why do you want to live for the Lord Jesus Christ? Why do you want to shine for the Lord in a crooked world? Is it out of your own conviction – that you yourself really want to do it? Or is it just out of convenience – just to be able to get along with those you are with? 

If you are really serious that you truly want to maintain a whole-hearted obedience to God at all times, out of your own conviction, there are three basic facts that you should be reminded of. They are all found in this passage of Philippians 2:12-18. The first basic fact is:

1.That God Is Working Within Our Lives (V.13)

Remember that when you are on your own, you might be far away from all your familiar Christian friends and leaders, but God is never far from you! We are never absent from God’s presence! God is with you wherever you go. You can’t run away from Him or hide from Him. Though no one sees what you do when you are alone on your own, you can be sure that God watches you. 

And because He is always watching you, and knows every single thing that you do, you should live in full obedience to Him at all times. But God’s involvement in your life is even greater than that. Let us at v.12 – “work out your own salvation with fear and trembling. For it is God which worketh in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure.” According to this, God is not just watching you from a distance, but even working right within you! How much more then should you live in obedience to Him at all times. We see this mentioned also in 1:6 – “Being confident of this very thing, that He which hath begun a good work in you will perform it until the day of Jesus Christ:” Since God is so closely involved in your life, this must motivate you even more to be obedient to Him. 

So think carefully about what God is doing now in your life. Are you deriving much personal benefit from your study of God’s Word and your prayers? Are you growing in spiritual gifts and graces? Are you taking the initiative to serve Him and to serve others? Are you obeying and keeping his Word diligently? If you are doing these things, then they are some of the evidences that God is working in your life. The latter part of v.13 says that He works in you both to will and to do of His good pleasure. 

Now, how is your obedience related to this working of God in your life? It works like this: The more obedient you are, the more you become conscious that God is working in your life; and the more you are conscious that God working in your life, the more you should want to obey Him. If we keep ourselves conscious of this fact, it will affect the way that we live our lives. It will give us a real deep sense of joy to know that God is really working in our lives. It will also help us to be very cautious not to do anything that would in some way quench or stop His wonderful work in our lives. 

And some of the things that may quench this work of God in our lives are mentioned in the next verse: murmurings and disputings. This may be translated as “complaining and arguing.” These sins can cause problems not only to individual Christians in their walk with God, but also to the whole church or body of Christ! 

A small matter can get blown so much out of proportion that the whole church life is disrupted by it! James tells us in his book: “Even so the tongue is a little member, and boasteth great things. Behold, how great a matter a little fire kindleth!”  (James 3:5) And so, before we say or do anything negative, that amounts to complaining or arguing against God or other Christians, let us always remember that we might be doing something against God’s glorious work in our lives and in the church! 

II. That We Function As Lights In The World (v.15)

v.15 – “That ye may be blameless and harmless, the sons of God, without rebuke, in the midst of a crooked and perverse nation, among whom ye shine as lights in the world;” In our previous point we mentioned that we should maintain obedience even when we may be far away from all Christian influences, because God is constantly watching us. Well, in this verse we see that God is not the only one watching us. We are also being watched by the world. And so we should be careful about how we live before the world.

Do you know why Christ has saved us and called us out of this world? So that we may be clearly distinguished from it by being blameless and harmless, the sons of God, without rebuke (as Paul says in v.15). We are to be a people that God has chosen to use to reveal Himself to the rest of the dark and sinful world we live in – we are to be a blameless people: this means that no one will be able to point a finger at us and rightly accuse us of wrongdoing. We are to be a harmless people: this means that no one should have reason to suspect that we have any hidden evil motives for the things we do. People should be able to rely on us and trust us without fear that we would do something against them. We are to be sons of God without rebuke – Just as children bear a strong resemblance to their natural parents, we too should bear a strong resemblance to God. And we are to be lights in the world: a people who would shine forth and reflect His glory. 

Jesus said the same thing as Paul in Matthew 5:14-16 – “Ye are the light of the world. A city that is set on an hill cannot be hid. Neither do men light a candle, and put it under a bushel, but on a candlestick; and it giveth light unto all that are in the house.Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven.”
Even in Old Testament times, before Christ came into the world, this important function was already existing. The ancient nation of Israel was meant to be this special people of God. God had redeemed them out of their slavery in Egypt, purified them through the animal sacrifices that were offered, and then He gave them the Law. The Law of God was a moral code, consisting of principles and practices that would distinguish them from all the rest of the nations of the world, which were sinful. 

But there was another purpose, besides that of distinguishing them from the rest, and that is: through these special Laws and practices of Israel, God was revealing himself to the world. What Israel was, as a nation belonging to God, was meant to reveal God Himself. They were meant to represent God to the world by what they did, by what they said, and by what they believed and practised. And if they had faithfully followed these things they would have fulfilled God's purpose. But because of the problem of sin they failed to do this. The history of Israel after the Law was given to them is a record of failure after failure to obey the Law. All of this served to demonstrate the great need  for God's grace, which was then revealed through Christ. It is God’s grace that now enables His people to fulfil the purpose of redemption. By God’s grace, His people now have the power through Jesus Christ to overcome sin and live godly lives. 

Now let us see how this relates to us: What God intended to achieve through the nation of Israel, He now intends to achieve through us, whom He has redeemed and purified through Christ. We are now His special people, different from the rest. We are the ones to reveal the character of God to this world, in lives that are lived in full obedience to God’s Word. In whatever we do, in whatever we say, in whatever values we hold dear to ourselves, in all of these things, the Lord is revealing His own moral character, His full godliness to this world. It is for the purpose of fulfilling this function that we were saved from sin through the gospel of Christ. Since we have been saved through the gospel, we must now live in a manner that is worthy of that gospel. Paul made this point in Philippians 1:27 – “Only let your conversation [conduct] be as it becometh the gospel of Christ.”
Did you know that by the way you live each day, you are exerting an influence that is affecting the people around you? Every moment of your life, you are exerting a powerful influence that is going to affect the eternal destiny of your family, your friends and colleagues. You are making an impression on them either for God or against God. Well, the question that I hope we will think about today is: “What kind of impression am I making right now by the way I am living?” Do people say to you “I have seen the kind of person you have become since you became a Christian, and I would like to find out how my life can be changed too. Please tell me about Jesus Christ.” 
If people do say such things to you, then you can rejoice that have fulfilled your function of shining as a light in the world. Then your light has served well to guide sinners who are lost in the darkness to find their way to the Christ, who is the Great Light of the World! There are many people out there who are groping aimlessly in the darkness of this sinful world, trying to find the way out of the meaningless turmoil of life. They need your light. By living in obedience to God’s Word, your life can shine forth brightly the light they need so desperately. If your life can be thus used by God to serve such a useful and needful function of delivering the lost, then by all means, do everything you possibly can to maintain this whole-hearted obedience in your life!

III. That There Are Those Who Have Nurtured Us And Cared For Us (v.16)

v.16 – “Holding forth the word of life; that I may rejoice in the day of Christ, that I have not run in vain, neither laboured in vain.” Here the apostle Paul was reminding the Philippian Christians of all the efforts that he had put into them. He had invested his life in them, he had nurtured them carefully as a church and cared very much for them. And so he has full right to expect good results from them. If the Philippian Christians grew and produced these results well, all of Paul’s hard work would have been worth while, and he would rejoice. In the next verse, he even says that he would not mind at all being executed (offered upon the sacrifice) for preaching God’s Word to them, if only he could see these good results produced in them. 

And what good results did he look for in them? Lives that would hold forth the Word of Life by giving whole-hearted obedience to it. But what if the Philippians failed to produce this expected result? What if they ceased to obey the Word of God and hold forth the Word of Life to a dying sinful world? What if they allowed the sins of pride and strife, murmuring and disputing to grow in their midst so much that the world would look at them and say: “How terrible these Christians are: always fighting and quarelling among themselves! I will never turn to Christ for salvation if that is what I will become.”?

Then all of Paul’s efforts for them would have been wasted. All that he had done for them would have been for nothing! What a sad thing this would be. And the same thing also applies to us now. Think of all those who have helped you to grow spiritually since the day you became a Christian until now. Think of the concern and love that they showed to you, the encouragement they gave to you, the prayers they made for you. Surely you owe them a great debt and do not want them to be disappointed with you, or to grieve that all their efforts for you have been in vain. I think if you really love them, you would rather see them rejoice to know that all their efforts for you have paid off. You can be a tremendous source of joy and encouragement, to all those who have nurtured you in God’s Word, cared for you and helped you to grow as a Christian. So let me urge you to maintain a life of whole-hearted obedience to God’s Word. Keep your testimony shining for the Lord Jesus Christ!

The rest of the chapter gives us two examples of believers whose lives were shining testimonies: Timothy and Epaphroditus. Timothy was a close associate of Paul who was saved under Paul’s ministry at Lystra probably during his first missionary journey. After that he followed Paul on his second missionary journey and received ‘on-the-job’ training from him. He made such good progress that Paul was able to send him on many occasions to minister on his behalf. 

Here in vv.19-24 we see the good qualities Timothy had: He was likeminded – i.e. he shared the same concerns as Paul. He sought the things which are Jesus Christ’s – i.e. obeying the Lord’s will was more important to him than doing his own will. Timothy’s humble submission is also seen in the way he served the Lord with Paul – like a son with a father!

Epaphroditus he was a messenger of the Philippian church, who brought a gift from the church to Paul in prison at Rome. He became seriously ill, possibly as a result of over-exerting himself in journeying from Philippi to Rome, or in serving Paul at Rome. His shining testimony is seen in his willingness to risk his life for the sake of serving the Lord. Because of this Paul even regarded him as his own brother, companion in labour and a fellow soldier. But Paul wanted to send him back now to Philippi with the epistle. And to prevent the Philippians from jumping to any wrong conclusions about Epaphroditus, he wrote vv.28-30 - He is to be given a warm welcome.

May we all strive to be shining testimonies for Jesus Christ!

How well do you know Philippians 2:12-30? Answer the following to find out:
1.  It is God who works in the Christian and helps him to please God. 
True / False

2.  Christians are to serve without complaining. 
True / False

3.  Christians really make very little impact upon the world. 
True / False

4.  Paul wanted to keep Timothy with him at all times. 
True / False

5.  There are some who are more concerned about their own things than the things of Christ. 
True / False

6.  Paul hoped to visit Philippi himself in the future. 
True / False

7.  Paul probably sent this letter with Epaphroditus. 
True / False

8.  Epaphroditus was sick while in Rome. 
True / False

9.  The Philippians were to receive Epaphroditus with joy. 
True / False

10.  Epaphroditus was willing to give his life for the cause of the gospel. 
True / False

Assignment for our next meeting: Read Philippians 3:1-21 and answer the following questions:
1.  Define the goals that Paul had set for himself (vv.8-11,14). What was the centre of all these goals?


2.  What implications do vv.15 & 17 have for you ?



3.  Why did Paul consider all his gains as losses? (vv.7,8)


4.  How do you think Christians would live if they valued Christ more than everything else in their lives?

5.  Define some worthy Christ-centred goals that you can set for yourself in the following areas:

a. Personal life 


b. Home life 


c. Educational life


d. Management of time and resources


e. Other areas
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Philippians 3 - Heavenly Goals

I

t is sad to see that many Singaporeans today have become too busy with the many cares and pursuits of daily living to know or even care about where they are really going. Content just to drift wherever the tide flows, they seem to be pursuing every direction in life and finally end up nowhere. 

Unfortunately we who are Christians often find ourselves in a similar situation, especially when there are more than 101 different available pursuits and opportunities we can commit ourselves to. We find ourselves running around in every direction and we end up doing nothing well. And perhaps you may be in this predicament right now. Here's a little checklist that will help you to see if this is happening to you:

Do your interests change at the slightest impulse? Do you feel satisfied with just being very busy even though you are not really accomplishing very much? Do you often face the problem of conflicting priorities and loyalties? Do you tend to put your commitment to God on the same level with all your other commitments?

If you have answered “Yes” to all these questions, then there is no doubt that you have become another victim to a strange syndrome that is afflicting many Christians in Singapore today: We can call it the “Conflicting Commitments Syndrome.” And if you are suffering from this Conflicting Commitments Syndrome, your spiritual growth will be greatly affected. As long as you have conflicts in your commitments and pursuits, you will not be able to grow well. Even though you may have all the knowledge of God’s Word and you know everything that God wants you to do, you will still remain stagnant spiritually. You will be stuck here in an easy-going Christianity that makes no demands on you. Your Christian life will remain only at a very superficial level. And as long as you allow this awful syndrome to stay in your life, you will never experience the true joy of life. 

Now let me ask you this question: How much have you grown spiritually, since you came to know the Lord? According to Ephesians 4:13 we must keep growing “till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God; unto a perfect (mature) man, unto the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ.” 

If you have grown much, you can be happy because it means that you are normal. Parents sometimes have a little growth chart stuck to a wall in their homes where they can measure the height of their children. And you know, every child loves to be measured on a growth chart just to see how tall they have grown. You can see how happy they are when you measure them and tell them, “Hey, you have grown about 4 cm. since last month!” But if you tell them “Nope, you are still the same height as you were three months ago.” You might detect a little disappointment in them and you may also feel a little concerned about that. Something is wrong! 

Now the point is this: If you have not grown spiritually you should be quite concerned about it. It may show that you are abnormal: you have stopped growing to maturity, and become spiritually stunted. This problem of stunted growth affects many Christians today and the “Conflicting Commitments Syndrome” is one of the main causes of it.

Is there a remedy for this syndrome? Is there some way to cure it? The good news is: There is a remedy for it. You can do something to get out of it. But you must be prepared to make some very basic radical changes in your orientation in life. You will need to reset and redefine your goals in life. Then after that, you must stick to these goals, and allow nothing at all to keep you from reaching them. Now, what goals do you need to make for yourself? Let us find out what these goals according to Philippians 3:7-14.

In v.8 he mentions: “The excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord” In v.9 he talks about being “found in Him.” In vv.10-11 He says that he wants to “know Him, and the power of His resurrection, and the fellowship of His sufferings, being made conformable unto His death;” and he wants to “attain unto the resurrection of the dead.” In v.14 he mentions the “high calling of God in Christ Jesus.” 

Paul’s goals were all centered around just one person – Jesus Christ! Everything that Paul taught had its basis in Christ. In fact in the first 3 verses of this chapter, he issues a stern warning to the Philippians to beware of those who removed the centrality of Christ by teaching that circumcision and other ritual works and rites must be added to what Christ has done for us. Everything that Paul did was for Christ. Everything that he loved and desired was found in Christ. He found all his joy in Christ. Christ was everything to Paul, just as he stated earlier in Philippians 1:21 – “For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” 

How about us? Are our goals in life centered around Christ? Some will perhaps reply, “But Paul was special and different from us. Christ actually appeared to him in person and that is why he responded to Christ like that. His goals were too extreme and almost too fanatical for me to follow. You can’t expect us to be like him.”
These things were actually written in God’s Word not just to describe Paul’s lofty life goals for us, but also to tell us what our goals in life should be. This is clearly stated in v.15 – “Let us therefore as many as be perfect [mature], be thus minded [i.e. think the same way as Paul and have the same goals as Paul]: and if in anything ye be otherwise minded, God shall reveal even this unto you.” Paul makes clear that this whole idea was not his own, but God’s. It was God who gave Paul these life goals to pursue. And it is God who wants all of us to grow into Christian maturity by have the same kind of goals that Paul had. 

To hammer home his point, Paul tells us in v.17, to follow him, because his life is set by God to be an example for us. “Brethren, be followers together of me, and mark them which walk so as ye have us for an ensample.” 
And he also mentions here that besides himself there were others who had the same goals, and who are examples for us to follow. Here he may have included God’s servants whom the Philippians knew very well, like Timothy and Epaphroditus. 

Let’s take a quick look at Phil 2:19-21 to get an idea of what Timothy’s goals were – “But I trust in the Lord Jesus to send Timotheus shortly unto you, that I also may be of good comfort, when I know your state. For I have no man likeminded, who will naturally care for your state. For all seek their own, not the things which are Jesus Christ's.” The implication is clear here that Timothy had the same goals as Paul (since he was likeminded) and like Paul, he always sought the things which are Jesus Christ’s. 

Let us take a quick look now at Phil 2:25, 30 to get an idea of what the goals of Epaphroditus were – “Yet I supposed it necessary to send to you Epaphroditus, my brother, and companion in labour, and fellowsoldier, but your messenger, and he that ministered to my wants… Because for the work of Christ he was nigh unto death, not regarding his life, to supply your lack of service toward me.” Epaphroditus was also like Paul. He lived for Christ and in fact he nearly died because of that. He did not consider his own life as being too precious to risk for the cause of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Since therefore the Word of God says that we are to follow the example of Paul and others who were like him, all the things that Paul said about his life goals, are clearly meant for us too. If we follow them diligently, then we would grow to have the same kind of fulfilled, meaningful and purposeful life that Paul had, and someday, we would be able to say, as Paul said near the end of his life, “for I am now ready to be offered, and the time of my departure is at hand. I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith: Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge shall give me at that day . . .”
So let us now try our best to discover how we can live the same way that Paul lived, pursuing these heavenly goals. From these verses that we read, I would like to outline three important steps that we would need to take. And these are the three steps we must take if we really want a remedy to the “Conflicting Commitments Syndrome” and if we want to grow toward Christian maturity. The first step is to:

I. Regard All Pursuits According to their True Worth in the Sight of God. 
This means that we should look at all the things in life the way that God sees them. Now most people today do not do that. They live by one very simple rule: the rule that the more they have, the better off they are. They would say, “The more pursuits that you have, and the more things that you gain, the more you can be proud of and boast about.” But what do all these pursuits finally lead to? And where will all these things go to in the end? What has really been gained from them? Many  people have been misled into thinking that they have accumulated much valuable goods, fame and honour, when all they really have obtained are empty assets and worthless investments. None of these things can be kept for eternity.

It makes sense therefore, that a person should be willing to give up these things, for things that really have value both for the present time and for eternity. This is why Paul said in v.7 “But what things were gain to me, those I counted loss for Christ.” What were these things that Paul once regarded as his gains? He tells us in vv.4-6 – “if any man thinketh that he hath whereof he might trust in the flesh, I more: Circumcised the eighth day, of the stock of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, an Hebrew of the Hebrews; as touching the Law, a Pharisee: concerning zeal, persecuting the church; touching the righteousness which is the Law, blameless.” 

Here Paul reveals that he was raised in a very strict, law-abiding, orthodox, pure, thoroughbred Jewish family. He was a true-blooded Jew from top to toe. And besides that, he also belonged to the tribe of Benjamin. This was the tribe that had the distinction of giving Israel her very first king. In addition, he was a recognised member of an exclusive club of holy teachers called the ‘Pharisees’. Then to top all of these credentials, Paul was able to claim very frankly and honestly that he had faithfully kept every single one of the 613 laws of the Old Testament and that he was an active leader in the battle for his beliefs – by persecuting Christianity!

Well, Paul’s “gains” would obviously be most impressive to any Jew living in his time. To the Jews he would be like a person today who has attained high distinction in every area of life - in education, business, sports, popularity, social position, etc. He would be like someone who has a cabinet full of trophies, degrees, awards and prizes to display. 

But when Paul met Christ on the road to Damascus, he suddenly saw the real value of all these pursuits. Let us read v.8 to see this: “Yea doubtless, and I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord: for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and do count them but dung, that I may win Christ,” What a change we see here! To the apostle Paul, everything that was formerly so precious and important to him was now regarded by him as “loss” and not only that, but even as “dung”. This last description is really quite significant. It shows that they not only had no value to Paul now, but even had negative value. 

Like dung, they were most foul, offensive, repulsive and vile, and must be disposed of as quickly as possible, since they would only hinder his new pursuit of Christ. You see, when Paul found the Lord Jesus Christ, he found so much greater worth and value in Him. He wisely decided to abandon all his other pursuits for what he described as the “excellency of the knowledge of Christ.” Nothing at all can compare with Christ in value. We had already seen that according to chapter 2:9,10, “God hath highly exalted Him, and given Him a name which is above every name: that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of things in heaven and things in earth, and things under the earth.” There is really nothing higher or more valuable that we could desire than Jesus Christ!

And so, if you want your life to be filled with real value, then this is the first thing you must do. You must be willing to give up any pursuit that might compromise or hinder your commitment to the full pursuit of Christ. In other words, clear the way in order to follow Jesus Christ fully. In the 10th chapter of Mark, a rich young ruler came to Jesus earnestly seeking eternal life. He had faithfully kept all the commandments of God. Jesus looked at him with love and told him that he lacked just one thing: to sell everything he had, give the money to the poor and then to become a follower of Christ. The rich young ruler went away very grieved and sorrowful, because that was the one thing that he could not do: his pursuit of wealth hindered him from being committed to Christ. He loved it too much and he just could not bring himself to part with it.

Some time ago I had a student in my Bible study group who had a great passion for playing chess. And he was very good at it. And he devoted much time and effort to playing chess at organised tournaments, reading books on it, and keeping up with important games played by champions like Bobby Fisher, Karpov and Kasparov. 

He even hoped to be good enough to become a grandmaster and to represent Singapore in some international tournament. But this passion for chess was really hindering his spiritual growth a lot. Most tournaments were organised on Sundays, and that meant that he would skip coming to church just to play in them. He was also not able to give much time and commitment to Bible study, prayer and fellowship because of chess. 

But I thank God that after much counseling and prayer for him, he finally came to me one day and said, “You know, I have come to realise that all I have been so excited about is nothing but just pushing pieces of wood around on a board. I should not be spending so much time and effort on it.” From that point on, his spiritual growth really increased. In fact he became mature enough to lead a Bible study group of his own. 

If there are things like that in your life now, that are hindering you in any way from being fully committed to Christ, then listen carefully to what God’s Word says to you in these passages of Scripture: “I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord: for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and do count them but dung, that I may win Christ,” (v.8) Let us now go on to consider the second step we must take to grow into Christian maturity in a Christless world:

II. Set new goals for your life that have only one object: Jesus Christ. 
Let us read v.13 again: “Brethren, I count not myself to have apprehended: but this one thing I do, forgetting those things which are behind, and reaching forth unto those things which are before,”
What I want you notice here is that Paul did not say, 'these ten things I do,” or something like that. He said, “This ONE thing I do.” His whole life was always dominated by this single commitment he pursued so ardently, and every other pursuit would have to be subordinated to it. For example here in v.10 of this passage, one of Paul’s goals was to know Christ and the power of His resurrection. Another goal he had was to bear suffering for the cause of serving Christ. And yet another goal he had was to die like Christ. 

In other epistles that were written by Paul, he reveals the other goals that he had. For example in Romans 15:20, his goal with respect to his mission work is given: “Yea, so have I strived to preach the gospel, not where Christ was named, lest I should build upon another man's foundation:” He wanted to go to preach Christ in areas where no one else had gone before. In Galatians 4:19, his goal with respect to those he ministered to is given: “My little children, of whom I travail in birth again until Christ be formed in you,”

It is easy for us to see that Paul’s goals for every aspect of his life had Christ as its sole object. Like the apostle Paul, we also need to make Christ-centred goals for every aspect of life. For example, the new goal you can set for your personal life is: To know Christ fully and to make Him known. This would mean giving priority to your daily Quiet time, personal Bible study, prayer and fellowship.

The new goal that you can set for your home life is: to make your home as conducive as possible for Christ to exercise His divine lordship within your family. If you come from a Christian family, this would mean fulfilling your God-given role of honouring your parents with submission to them, and encouraging your siblings to know and to love the Lord Jesus. If you come from a non-Christian family, this would mean living a good Christian testimony before your family, praying for their salvation and finding opportunities to bring them to Christ.

The new goal that you can set for your educational life is: to do your very best in your studies with the help of Jesus Christ, so that you may eventually bring glory to Him through the right use of the knowledge, the skills, and opportunities that education brings. The new goal that you can set for your social life is: to build good friendships through which you can communicate Christ to others by your word and life.

The new goal that you can set for the management of your time, your possessions and financial resources is: to be a good steward of all things that Christ has given to you. This would mean spending your time and resources wisely, with minimum wastage.

III. Pursue these goals that you have set, with intense resolve and effort. 

Setting these goals alone will not cause you to gain anything yet. The goals must be followed through with real action. This is certainly not an easy thing to do, because of the multitude of hindrances and discouragements that you may have to face when you begin to implement them. Nevertheless, as Paul said, “I press toward the mark.” You may have to make some very tough decisions: to discontinue certain pursuits that you had taken up; or to give up some rights and responsibilities you had, in order to make way for new responsibilities. But must be willing to make these changes because you have firmly decided that your life must not deviate from the new goals you have set for yourself.

Then after you have done that, you must maintain a hot pursuit of the goals that you have set for yourself. The apostle Paul did this, and we can see it in v.12 “Not as though I had already attained, either were already perfect, but I follow after, if that I may apprehend that for which also I am apprehended of Christ Jesus.” The words Paul uses here convey the idea of him chasing hard after his own Christ-centred goals. The next two verses brings this idea out even more: “Brethren I count not myself to have apprehended: but this one thing I do, forgetting those things which are behind and reaching forth unto those things which are before, I press toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus.”
Paul is very clearly speaking here in the language of an athletic competition. Let me try to paint a vivid picture of these two verses for you now: Imagine that you are competing now in the 400 m running event of the Olympics. You hear the starting signal and you start running. About halfway through the race you start to feel tired but you cannot afford to slow down or else others might catch up with you. 

And then as you turn the corner into the last 100 m stretch, you can now see the finish line ahead of you. It’s getting closer and closer. Now there are only two other competitors running beside you. The rest are left behind. You realise that you actually stand a good chance of winning the gold medal, and so drawing up all the strength you can muster, you strain every nerve and muscle to reach the finish line. Nothing else matters to you now. Forgetting what lies behind, and concentrating fully on what lies ahead, you now press on toward the finish line for the prize of the gold medal.

This gives you a vivid idea of the intense resolve and effort that you need to put in to pursue your heavenly goals. And you will need it very badly, because it will not be an easy race to run. Oftentimes you might get discouraged and you may even feel like giving up, but you must persevere. This is the only way for you to live and develop your life to your fullest potential in Christ.

And so do not just let yourself drift wherever the tide flows. Live above the world and all of its empty pursuits. Be bold to take these three steps beginning today: Give up any pursuits that will come into conflict with your pursuit of Christ. Set Christ-centred goals for yourself, and then Pursue them with intense resolve and effort. If you do these things you will grow into Christian maturity and you will discover wonderful, new heights of true joy and blessedness that you had never known!

How well do you know Philippians 3 ? Answer the following to find out:
1.  Paul warned the Philippians against enemies that would divide the church. 
True / False

2.  Paul could trace his ancestry back to the tribe of Levi. 
True / False

3.  Paul counted his religious heritage as something to be proud of. 
True / False

4.  Paul was saved by his righteousness as a Pharisee who kept the Law. 
True / False

5.  Paul did not look forward to the suffering that goes with the Christian life. 
True / False

6.  Paul felt that by this time he had already attained to the fullness of the Christian life. 
True / False

7.  Paul wished to push on toward his goal and forget things of the past. 
True / False

8.  Paul said that other believers should follow him as an example of the Christian life. 
True / False

9.  The Christian’s real citizenship (conversation) is on this earth. 
True / False

10.  The power of Christ is even able to change our present body into a glorified body. 
True / False

Assignment for our next meeting: Read Philippians 4:1-23 and answer the following questions:
1.  What do you think happened in the relationship between Euodias and Syntyche, and what can you learn from it?


2.  What is the common denominator in the means of finding joy (v.4), peace (v.7), contentment (v.13) and sufficiency (v.19)?


3.  What are some things associated with “rejoicing in the Lord” (v.4) in:

a.  Psalm 33:1


b.  Psalm 97:12


c.  Habakkuk 3:17-19


4.  Outline the scriptural remedy for the habit of worrying (vv.6-9)


5.  What is the benefit of contentment? (vv.11-13)


Bedok Neighbourhood Bible Community

Philippians 4 - Right Thinking and Contentment

H

ow can a person find joy as well as comfort, peace and contentment when things are in fact going very badly for him? If you were to go out on the streets and ask anyone you meet this question, you will probably get different answers. Some of them will say, “You can find the joy you need by indulging yourself in all kinds of pleasurable pursuits that are available to you.” And this is why when things go badly for many people you will find them drowning their sorrows by turning to intoxicating liquor, drugs, gambling, entertainment, or immoral relationships. But these things provide only a quick temporary relief for them, and sometimes they make the problems worse.

Others who are asked the question may say: “Well, what you really need is to have good friends who will cheer you up and comfort you when you feel sad.” But the main problem with this solution is that friends sometimes let us down. We know that people change as the years go by. Someone who may be very warm and close to you now may become cold and uncaring later on. In vv.2-3 of our text we see a sad example of this, where Paul says: 

“I beseech Euodias, and beseech Syntyche, that they be of the same mind in the Lord. And I intreat thee also, true yokefellow, help those women which laboured with me in the gospel, with Clement also, and with other my fellowlabourers, whose names are in the book of life.” Here were two Christian women, named Euodias and Syntyche, who once worked closely together with Paul and were probably good friends before. 

But now some disagreement has arisen between them and they were now quarreling with each other. Paul had to plead with both of them to be reconciled and even ask others to help bring them back together again. Since close friendships even among Christians can end up like this, it would not be wise for us to depend on them for the joy, comfort, peace and contentment we need for all situations in life.

Another suggested solution that you may get for this question is to find these things in one’s material wealth and possessions. Some people will say, “Make as much money as you can now, while you can, so that when things go badly for you, you will have nothing to worry about. Money can solve everything for you.” But the main problem with this solution is that when the real crunch comes, one will discover that money cannot solve everything. A person may have all the money in the world and still not have joy, peace, or contentment in his heart. 

A missionary shared with me that the rich who lived in her area, who could afford every luxury in life, were not able to enjoy them because of sickness and ill health. In contrast to them, the poor people in the same area were fully enjoying the little that they could afford! Sometimes it is even the great wealth that a person has that makes him lose his joy. He cannot be happy or peaceful because he is constantly worrying about losing that wealth. And he is not contented, because he wants even more wealth. Rockefeller, who was at one time the richest man in the world, was once asked in an interview: “Now that you have everything a person could wish for, is there anything else that you want?” His answer: “I want more of it!”
In contrast to that, we see the apostle Paul rejoicing in a prison cell and saying in vv.11,12 – “Not that I speak in respect of want: for I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, therewith to be content.  I know both how to be abased, and I know how to abound: every where and in all things I am instructed both to be full and to be hungry, both to abound and to suffer need.” To Paul it made no difference whether he had much or little. His joy, peace and contentment was always the same no matter what happened, whether he was safe or shipwrecked, free or imprisoned, alone or with friends. If you were to read the whole story of Paul’s life as told in chapters 9-28 of the book of Acts, you would see how calm and peaceful Paul always remained in any situation.

And so we must turn to Paul to ask him the same question, and to learn now the real solution from him. In fact he encourages us to do. He wrote in v.9 – “Those things, which ye have both learned, and received, and heard, and seen in me, do: and the God of peace shall be with you.” Let us imagine that the apostle Paul is now right here with us, and we ask him, “Paul, please tell us now how can a person find joy as well as comfort, peace and contentment when things are in fact going very badly for him?”  

And as we listen to his words of wisdom, this is what he would say: “Rejoice in the Lord alway: and again I say, Rejoice.” v.4 Now please note that the most important words in this answer are the words “in the Lord”. The Lord Jesus Christ is the source of this profound joy. Let us look also at v.7. Here we see Paul talking now about the peace of God which passes all understanding and is able to keep hearts and minds. Where does this peace come from? The answer is found at the end of the verse: Christ Jesus! 

Now look at vv.11-13. Here we see the apostle Paul talking about his ability to be contented in whatever state he was in. And what was the source of his contentment? The answer is found in v.13, “I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.” Let us look now at v.19. Here Paul spoke confidently about God’s supply for the needs of the Philippians. And what was the grounds for the sufficient supply of the Philippians? The answer at the end of the verse is: Christ Jesus! 

And therefore we have now finally found the full answer we are looking for to the question, “How can a person find joy as well as comfort, peace and contentment when things are in fact going very badly for him?” It is through Jesus Christ! Christ is the ultimate source of a Christian’s joy, peace, contentment, and sufficiency. It is through Him that we can cope well with every kind of situation in life. Now let us study our text further and consider each of the situations given here. The first situation is found in vv.4-5 and it is: 

I. Facing Persecution from Non-believers (vv.4,5)

In v.5 the Philippians are told, “Let your moderation be known unto all men. The Lord is at hand.” To understand this, let us remember that the Philippian Christians were facing persecution from men outside the church. According to 1:28 the persecution was so intense that some Christians may have been terrified or frightened by it. 

There may have been threats and abuse hurled against the church. In 2:15 we can see how hostile the environment of the Philippian church was, when Paul described it as a “crooked and perverse nation.” 
When faced with such opposition, Christians may be tempted to fret and retaliate or take certain defensive measures that would make the situation worse. But Paul wanted them to show moderation toward these people who were against them, and “moderation” here is a word that means gentle forbearance, the willingness to be kind and considerate. Now it would be quite impossible for the Christians to do this, unless they dealt first with their own unsettled feelings toward these non-Christians by rejoicing in the Lord. Thus, Paul said in v.4 “Rejoice in the Lord always, and again I say rejoice.”

Let us study this phrase a little more: The idea of rejoicing in the Lord is not a new one. Actually, King David was probably the first person to use it, as can be seen in Psalm 33:1, that says: “Rejoice in the LORD, O ye righteous: for praise is comely for the upright.” In Psalm 97:12, the psalmist echoes this – “Rejoice in the LORD, ye righteous; and give thanks at the remembrance of His holiness.” You will find the same call to rejoice in the Lord given in the books of Isaiah, Joel, Habakkuk and Zechariah. So the phrase “rejoice in the Lord” and similar phrases, occur a total of twelve times in the whole Bible. Let us try to understand exactly what it means to rejoice in the Lord.

Look again at Psalm 33:1 – “Rejoice in the LORD, O ye righteous: for praise is comely for the upright.” This shows us quite clearly that rejoicing in the Lord involves praising Him. When we rejoice in the Lord, our minds must be directed to praise God for all that He is, the infinite and eternal God who is unchangeable in His being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness and truth. When you praise the Lord, you will soon realise how much greater He is than all the difficulties and problems that may plague your life. When you praise the Lord, you will also realise that He is in full control of all the circumstances of your life. 

You know, the prophet Habakkuk wrote his book at a time when God’s wrath was about to be poured forth on his people for their sins. It was going to be a most terrible time of judgement for them as the Babylonians killed many people, burned their houses, and the land of Israel would be thoroughly destroyed and left deserted. 

But Habakkuk, loved his countrymen, and he could have responded to knowing all this with horror and despair. But let us turn now to the end of the book of Habakkuk to see how he dealt with this: “Although the fig tree shall not blossom, neither shall fruit be in the vines; the labour of the olive shall fail, and the fields shall yield no meat; the flock shall be cut off from the fold, and there shall be no herd in the stalls: 18 Yet I will rejoice in the LORD, I will joy in the God of my salvation. 19 The LORD God is my strength, and he will make my feet like hinds' feet, and he will make me to walk upon mine high places.”
Habakkuk clearly learned how to praise the Lord even for the judgments that He brings. Let us learn to do the same. Now, in v.18 and 19 we notice that part of Habakkuk’s rejoicing in the Lord is connected with the idea of salvation and deliverance. Therefore here we learn that rejoicing in the Lord is also an act of expressing our faith and trust in Him for His help.

Let us look now at Psalm 97:12. This verse says – “Rejoice in the LORD, ye righteous; and give thanks at the remembrance of His holiness.” Here we see that rejoicing in the Lord is linked to giving thanks to Him. As Paul said in 1 Thessalonians 5:18 – “In every thing give thanks: for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus concerning you.” Dear friends, I am sure that all of you here are able to thank God when things are going very well. But are you able to thank God even for things that are unpleasant as well? For things like sicknesses, sorrow, setbacks, disappointments and other awful things? Some would say that it is very hard. 

I remember a time 17 years ago when I met an accident on the road at night. I was crossing the road when a reckless speeding motorcyclist crashed into me. I was knocked out and lay unconscious on the road for a few minutes. When I became conscious, with a bleeding wound on my forehead, and I realised what had happened to me, I was suddenly reminded somehow about 1 Thess 5:18.  And I actually found myself thanking the Lord for the accident. And that took away all my fears and anxieties at that moment and brought a tremendous peace in my heart. 

You see, if a person is not able to thank God when the worst possible things are happening to him, it may mean that he cannot accept what has happened and is unhappy about what God has allowed to happen. As long as he entertains this grievance in his heart against God, he closes himself off to God and will not benefit from receiving spiritual blessings from Him. But when a person is able to thank God for it, it means that he fully accepts what has happened, and is not unhappy that the Lord has allowed it to happen to him. Then the way is open for his heart to be blessed with joy and peace.

Now, from this little study of this phrase “rejoice in the Lord” as it is used in the rest of the Bible, we can now come back to our passage in Philippians 4 with better understanding. In v.4 Paul exhorted the Philippians to “rejoice in the Lord always”, and so this means they were to derive joy from the Lord by praising Him, thanking Him and expressing their faith, trust in Him. If they did this, they would be able to cope well with difficult situations in life, including the situation here of facing hostile persecution. As they rejoiced in the Lord, they would be able to show moderation (kindness) to those who persecuted them.

Now, to give even more encouragement to the Christians to be kind and forbearing to their persecutors, Paul adds “The Lord is at hand.” Or in other words: “Jesus is coming soon.” Why did he say this? Because when the Lord comes, all persecution against Christians will stop. Hence, a new meaning is now given to rejoicing in the Lord – rejoicing in the hope of His soon return! 

Dear friends, some of you may come from non-Christian families and so you face opposition to your faith from your parents. And some of you may have non-Christian friends who like to ridicule and make fun of you for being a Christian, calling you a “Holy Joe” or some other horrid nickname. If you are troubled by this, you can find joy in your heart to cope with this situation by rejoicing in the Lord, and particularly by looking forward to Christ’s soon return. And then you will be able to respond to them with kindness.

Let us go on not to the next situation where we need Christ to help us cope, and this is the situation of

II. Dealing with Worry and Anxiety (vv.6-9)

Look at vv. 6-7. Here Paul tells us “Be careful for nothing; but in every thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God. And the peace of God, which passeth all understanding, shall keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.”
The words “be careful for nothing” really means “do not worry about anything.” Do you know that worrying is one of the worst habits that has afflicted mankind? It causes people to lose sleep, lose their appetite and lose their effectiveness. Medical research has proven that worry breaks down our body’s resistance to disease, and causes stomach ulcers, headaches and heart problems. When carried to an extreme, worrying brings about severe depression, irrational behaviour and even suicide. 

If you are the kind of person who worries a lot, and find it very difficult to cope with it, the Word of God says that you should develop the habit of praying and committing all your cares to the Lord. Let us look at the various terms mentioned in v.6. The word “prayer” itself denotes the worshipful spirit we must have when we turn to God. The word “Supplication” denotes prayers as expressions of need, “thanksgiving” should always accompany all praying, and the word “requests” refers to the things that are asked for (e.g. help, strength, wisdom, or deliverance)

And as you pray, your worrying will gradually give way to a wonderful sense of serene calmness and peace. This is an inward peace that comes from God, a wonderful peace that passes all understanding. This is the peace that Jesus promised in John 14:27 when He said, “Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you: not as the world giveth, give I unto you. Let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid.” There is nothing in this world that can bring such perfect calmness and peace to the anxious or worried Christian than prayer. 

Some people try to deal with the anxiety and stress of modern day living by taking tranquilisers, or doing aromatherapy, or seeing a psychiatrist. But as the hymnwriter Joseph Scriven wrote: “Oh, what peace we often forfeit, oh what needless pain we bear. All because we do not carry everything to God in prayer.”
Some have likened this peace that comes from praying, to the miracle that Jesus performed in calming the storm on the Sea of Galilee. The strong winds and the waves threatened to sink the boat with Jesus and His disciples in it. And as the disciples called on Him to help them, he said “Peace, be still.” And immediately all was calm and quiet.

One good illustration of this change that prayer brings can be found in the prayer made by Hannah, the mother of Samuel. According to 1 Samuel chapter 1, Hannah was married but had no children. This situation bothered her so much that she cried with a grieved heart and refused to eat. Then she went up to the Lord’s house to pray, and there she poured out her heart to the Lord so emotionally there that the priest thought that she was drunk with wine. But after she had prayed, the Bible tells us in 1 Sam 1:18 that she “went her way, and did eat, and her countenance was no more sad.” The storm in her heart had been calmed by the Lord. The peace of God which passes all understanding was keeping her heart and mind. And God answered her prayers by giving her a son named Samuel.

Returning to our text in Philippians, we go on to the next two verses where Paul continues to prescribe practical helps to maintain the sense of peace and tranquillity in our hearts. Very often, the problem of worrying and anxiety is started by a thinking process: dwelling on negative and unrealistic thoughts. To counteract this, the apostle Paul tells us: 

 “Finally, brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things. 9 Those things, which ye have both learned, and received, and heard, and seen in me, do: and the God of peace shall be with you.”
Some have called this short passage “the charter for Christian thought.” If we  discipline our thought life to follow these guidelines, we will find it much easier to rejoice constantly. Let us study briefly each of the terms that are found here: The word “true” has the sense of valid, reliable and honest - the opposite of false. Truth is a characteristic of the Lord. The word “honest” refers to a quality that earns respect and honour from others. The word “just” refers to what is upright, conformable to the Lord’s moral standards. The word “pure” emphasises moral purity. The word “lovely” relates to what is pleasing, agreeable or amiable. The words “good report” denotes what is attractive. The word “virtue” means excellence, and the word “praise” means “worthy of praise” 

Now I want you to note that all these terms can easily be used to describe the things that are related to the Lord Jesus Christ. All that is true, honest, just, pure, lovely, attractive, virtuous and praiseworthy can easily be found in His Teaching, His Kingdom, His work in our lives and even Christ Himself. And so we should make it a point to think about these things. Don’t let your mind dwell on negative things, things that are sinful and worldly. But let your mind dwell instead on Jesus Christ and on things that are related to Him as often as you can. 

This idea is reinforced by the next verse where Paul refers to what the Philippians have learned, received, seen and heard from Paul, which would probably be all about Christ, His teachings, His kingdom, and His work. And Paul wanted them not just to think about them, but also to put them into practice. He said, “Those things, which ye have both learned, and received, and heard, and seen in me, DO:” Right thinking is not much use unless it leads to right living. 

To summarise this section, we can say that: Christian living begins with the mind and the heart. If we want to live as Christians we must first think as Christians. Therefore we also need to guard our hearts and minds well by praying our worries and anxieties away and by letting our minds dwell on things that are related to Jesus Christ.

Having seen how to cope with the situations of persecution and worrying, we now proceed to look the next situation where we need Christ to help us: This is the situation of:

III. Dealing with One’s State of Poverty or Prosperity (vv.10-17)
Let us read v.10 – “But I rejoiced in the Lord greatly, that now at the last your care of me hath flourished again…” Paul took the opportunity to thank the Philippians for sending him a generous gift to take care of his personal needs. But he very quickly emphasizes in the next verse that his joy in the Lord did not depend at all upon how rich or poor he was. 

“Not that I speak in respect of want: for I have learned in whatsoever state I am, therewith to be content.” Paul had learnt to be content with whatever he had. He found that he could be contented with much, and he could also be contented with little. 

How different he was from most people living today. It is not easy to find contentment here in Singapore. People will always compare themselves with others who are better off than them. They will not be contented for long with what they have. Most people who have enjoyed abundance would find it very difficult to endure the inconveniences of poverty. For example, because of the present economic situation, some people had to suffer cuts in their salary or had to downgrade themselves to a lower standard of living – like selling off their car, not going overseas for holidays, not eating at restaurants, and making the things they have last longer. But this creates a lot of upset feelings in them. They cannot feel contented with their new situation. And they don’t have the strength or willpower to overcome this bad feeling.

And Paul himself would also never be able to be content on his own strength or willpower. He needed help to be content. The contentment that he mentioned here came through Jesus Christ, as he says in v.13 – “I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.” It was through Jesus Christ alone that he coped very well with any personal situation - whether it was poverty or prosperity. 

And since Paul is set by the Lord as an example for us to follow, we should also learn to be content with whatever state we find ourselves in. Like him, we should know how to abound and how to be abased. We too can do all things through Christ who strengthens us. And we really need this strength now from our Lord, to keep ourselves contented in a materialistic world.

God has blessed our nation tremendously. We Singaporeans have been enjoying a time of prosperity that has enabled many to afford things that were previously out of their reach. But as a result of that, Singaporeans have generally come to expect to live very comfortably. I am sure you all know very well about the 5 C’s that most Singaporeans are pursuing. We all probably have friends and relatives who are very much caught up in it. Sometimes we may even feel that we are being left behind, while everyone else is moving up to higher standards of living. 

When we look at the neat designer clothes they wear, or when we are invited to their homes and gaze at all the wonderful things they have there, or when we are taken out by them for a lunch at their country club, this little nagging thought may keep rising in our minds: “Hey, this is very nice. How I wish I could enjoy such a fine comfortable life.” There goes our contentment!

When that happens, we need to wake up from our dream world, and remind ourselves that this is all part of the world’s value system. Christ our Lord Himself warns us in Luke 12:15, “Take heed, and beware of covetousness: for a man's life consisteth not in the abundance of the things which he possesseth.” Dear friends, human life is very precious, and is not meant to exist merely to accumulate more and more material possessions or great riches. When a person lives only for these things he has made himself nothing more than a machine. 

Thousands are living today like machines. All that they think about is how to make more money to build up their possessions. They hold two or three jobs, working non-stop, seven days a week, 18 hours a day, as they are motivated by a desire to keep on gathering more and more riches for themselves. They are just like vacuum cleaners, that suck in everything and hoards it all up in a bag which is eventually disposed of. When a lifetime of accumulation ends, all the riches that have been hoarded up are eventually spent and squandered away by others.

Human life was meant for nobler and better purposes than this. Dear friends, you and I were created to fulfil the supreme purpose of serving and worshipping the Lord. Let us then use this precious life we have wisely: Let us live to serve and worship the Lord Jesus Christ, and let us learn to be content with whatever material provisions He will provide for us. The Word of God tells us in 1 Tim 6:6 – “Godliness with contentment is great gain.” And how can we be content? Through Christ Jesus who strengthens us. Jesus is our source of joy, our source of peace and our source of contentment! 
How well do you know Philippians 4 ? Answer the following to find out:
1.  Euodias and Syntyche were very friendly to each other. 
True / False

2.  Those that labour in the gospel have their names in the book of life. 
True / False

3.  Paul told the Christians that the Lord’s second coming was still very far off. 
True / False

4.  Christians are to be a people of prayer. 
True / False

5.  The peace of God can be fully understood by the Christian. 
True / False

6.  The Philippians were not able to help Paul while he was in prison. 
True / False

7.  Paul found it hard to be content while confined in prison. 
True / False

8.  The churches in Macedonia helped in the support of the apostle Paul. 
True / False

9.  A Christian’s giving is one mark of Christian faithfulness. 
True / False

10.  There were no Christians in Caesar’s household. 
True / False
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