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Imagine… 
 I want you to imagine that it’s a cold, winter day.  In fact, it’s almost Christmas!  But instead of being at 

home, snuggled in a warm house, you are living outside.  You are, in fact, far, far from home.  It’s 1944 and you 

are in Europe fighting the Germans.  You are a member of the 101
st
 Airborne division, an elite unite of 

paratroopers in the US Army. [pic]  You and your entire division have been rushed to the little town of Bastogne, 

Belgium.  The Germans have launched a massive offensive through Belgium in the hopes of dividing the Brittish 

and American armies and forcing a more advantageous situation for German to talk surrender. 

An otherwise seemingly insignificant town, Bastogne has seven roads that converge on this little town in 

the dense Ardennes forest.  This makes the town an incredibly important strategic centre.  You and your fellow 

paratroopers have been sent to hold it at all costs.  You don’t have winter clothes. You’re short on ammunition 

and food.  As paratroopers, you don’t have a lot of heavy weapons to stop tanks, but you have been asked to stop 

several elite German tank divisions from taking the town! 

Huddled in your foxholes, enduring artillery barrages, machine gun fire and tank attacks, your unit in 

Bastogne has been completely surrounded and cut off.  You’re wounded cannot be evacuated. Your medics are 

running low on supplies too. Heavy fog means that resupply by air is not possible.  You are holding on for dear 

life.  The German commander has sent a message to your commander informing him that he is completely 

surrounded and the only reasonable response is an honourable surrender in order to save American lives.  Your 

commander’s response was, “Nuts!” 

Holding on for several days, finally the temperature drops, the fog lifts and the clouds disappear!  Allied 

aircraft start dropping supplies to you in Bastogne. But the drop in temperature also means that muddy fields are 

frozen over, so the German tanks can now cross areas previously impassable.  Another series of attacks come.  

You and your fellow paratroopers continue to withstand the German onslaught, effectively slowing their entire 

advance.  Ultimately, the German offensive if stalled.  After days of intense fighting, General Patton, the US 

Commander, finally breaks through to you in Bastogne with a US tank division. You can now be resupplied and 

reinforced! 

After the battle, you and your fellow paratroopers are actually “annoyed that everyone in the Allied camp 

had been worried about [you]. [Your commander] said, ‘We’re in fine shape: We’re ready to take the offensive!’” 

[The Battle of the Bulge, Time Life Books, p. 166] When newspapers reported that the 4
th

 Armored Division had 

“rescued” the 101
st
 Airborne division, the paratroopers maintained, “Nobody in our division needed ‘rescuing.’”  

They had conducted themselves in a manner worthy of the Airborne.  They had fought as one man, standing side 

by side, without being frightened by the tremendous forces arrayed against them.  This was a sign to them that 

their enemies would be destroyed, but they would be saved. 

 How do men do this sort of thing?  How do ordinary men, mere “citizen soldiers” face such tremendous 

odds and find victory?  In the case of the 101
st
 Airborne Division, these men had trained together and served 

together for years.  It started in small things, like ridiculous physical training runs and practice parachute drops 

before being transferred to Europe.  It continued as they fought together, side by side, and rested together, trained 

more together, played together on R&R and generally shared the boredom and terror of war together.  It started 

back in the States in the small things, which they built upon over and over.  And they also shared the common 

goal of all the Allied forces: the unconditional surrender of the enemy. 

In our text today, Paul calls upon the Christians in Philippi to show the same kind of courage and unity 

against the opposition they face in their city.  Paul calls on them, in verses 27-28, “Whatever happens, [live out 

your citizenship] in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. Then, whether I come and see you or only 

hear about you in my absence, I will know that you stand firm in [the] one Spirit, contending as one man 

for the faith of the gospel without being frightened in any way by those who oppose you.  This is a sign to 
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them that they will be destroyed, but that you will be saved- and that by God.” [NIV and Gordon Fee, 

Philippians, p. 159] 

Text 

Let’s read together our passage today, that comes to its climax in these verses.  Read with me Philippians 

1:12-30 

Context 
 Remember by way of context that Philippi was a Roman colony.  It was a little pocket of everything 

Roman, thousands of miles away from Rome itself.  Populated by many retired Roman soldiers, Philippi was 

very patriotic about its Roman culture and heritage.  It’s interesting that Paul actually uses a number of military 

words and images in his letter to the Christians there. Most residents of Philippi were Roman citizens, a special 

privilege they took very seriously.  Paul also draws on this concept of citizenship in our passage. 

 Last week, we looked at the first half of chapter 1. You may recall that Paul identifies all the Christians in 

Philippi as “saints.”  We talked about this last week, that we are all saints- we have all be set apart for a special 

purpose by God through Christ.  As God “brings to completion” the “work he began in [us]” we mature into, or 

live up to the title or status of “saint” that has already been given to us. 

 Our passage today is a continuation of that same train of thought.  Paul works up to verses 27-30, his 

instructions for the Philippians in which he implores them to live out their heavenly citizenship, to live out their 

special status as the holy people of God.  He gets there by giving examples from his own life and his current 

circumstances. 

What It Says 
 To get a handle on this passage and how it builds up to the concluding verses we are going to look at four 

key statements Paul makes.  Paul’s goal is the final section of exhortation to the Philippians, verses 27-30.  So 

remember that’s our target. To get there we are going to look at three key statements along the way: 

1) v. 12, “What has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel.” 

2) v. 18, “But what does it matter? The important thing is that in every way whether from false 

motives or true, Christ is preached and for this I rejoice.” 

3) v. 20-21, “I eagerly expect and hope that I will in no way be ashamed [or disappointed], but will 

have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my body… For to me, to 

live is Christ and to die is gain.” 

4) v. 27-28a, “Whatever happens, conduct yourselves [live our your citizenship] in a manner 

worthy of the gospel of Christ…. [S]tand firm in one Spirit, contending as one man for the faith 

of the gospel without being frightened in any way by those who oppose you.” [Note: 2 slides!] 

Keeping in mind that Paul is building up to the fourth point, at the end of the passage, let’s go back and 

take a look at how he gets there, beginning with the first key statement, verse 12, “What has happened to me has 

really served to advance the gospel.” 

What has happened to Paul?  For the Philippians, it has been several years since they last saw Paul. The 

most recent news they received about Paul was that he was imprisoned in Rome awaiting trial.  Their fellow 

Philippian, Epaphroditus, had gone to visit Paul and had fallen quite ill.  Was Paul sick too? Was he dead?  Had 

he been released?  All they had were rumours.  And it turned out that many of these rumour were true!  Paul 

had undergone serious trials and difficulties in Rome! [James Montgomery Boice, Philippians, p. 59-60]   

Paul tells us that all that has happened to him as really served to “advance” the gospel. The word he uses 

for “advance” is a military word. It’s the word used to describe the advance of an army. [William Barclay, 

Philippians, Colossians and Thessalonians, p. 20]  This is significant on two levels. First, many in Philippi were 

retired soldiers or the descendants of retired soldiers. This term would resonate with them. 

 Second, we know that Paul was under house arrest in Rome. 24 hours a day, he was chained by the wrist to 

a Roman guard.  Because Paul was an imperial prisoner, waiting to see the Emperor for a hearing, he was chained 

to a member of the imperial guard, the Praetorian Guard.  This was an elite military unit, hand-picked by the 

emperor to serve as his personal body guard.  Eventually, the Praetorian Guard became a real source of political 

power. Whichever candidate they backed to be Emperor usually won! [Barclay, p. 21] Paul says that through his 

imprisonment, it has become clear throughout the whole Praetorian Guard that he is in chains for Christ! 
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 Because of Paul’s imprisonment, and reading between the lines, because of Paul’s consistent witness to 

the rotation of guards chained to him day in and day out, other Christians in Rome were encouraged to preach the 

gospel.  Partly, they didn’t want the gospel to suffer because of Paul’s imprisonment. Partly, they didn’t want 

Paul to be discouraged because of his chains. Partly, because courage is contagious! Seeing Paul’s courage in 

sharing the gospel and talking about Christ in front of elite Roman soldiers encouraged other Christians to be bold 

as well! 

 If you read through the book of Acts, from Acts 22-28 we read about the other things that had happened to 

Paul as well. Paul was planning a missionary trip to Rome, which prompted him to write his letter to the 

Christians there, the book of Romans. However, he first returned to Jerusalem.  When he returned to Jerusalem, 

he was falsely accused by some Jews which lead to his arrest. He was nearly flogged (again), barely being able to 

get out the fact that he was a Roman citizen before it happened. The envious Jews then plotted to have him 

assassinated while being transferred to a new holding area!  He was held without verdict for several years, 

including through a change in political leaders, which should have led to his release, but because of political 

manoeuvring, and an unwillingness to bribe the judge, he wasn’t released.  Finally, he appealed to Caesar, which 

meant a journey to Rome. Throughout the whole trip, he was chained to a guard. They were shipwrecked and he 

was almost killed. The guard wanted to kill him and the other prisoners on the ship to make sure they didn’t 

escape!  He entered Rome, not as a welcomed missionary, but as a prisoner awaiting trial.  He spent at least 2 

more years under house arrest. [J A Motyer, The Richness of Christ, p. 32] Hardly the way he planned on visiting 

Rome! Yet he could still see, in spite of all of these difficulties, trials and adversities, that the gospel was being 

advanced.  And so he rejoiced! 

 Sadly, however, while some in Rome were encouraged by Paul’s positive attitude in times of difficulty, 

others were moved to preach the gospel out of selfish motives and envy.  This brings us to our second key 

statement, “But what does it matter?  The important thing is that whether through false motives or true, Christ is 

preached. And because of this I rejoice!”  Literally, the word Paul uses for what some of these people are doing is 

that of one “canvasing for office.” [Barclay, p. 23]  There are people who used Paul’s chains to preach the gospel 

“the right way,” or as they thought it should be preached.  Maybe they thought Paul’s imprisonment was divine 

judgement.  [Fee, p. 120] We don’t know the exact details of how they were preaching out of false motives, but 

we do know that it hurt Paul.  It may have eventually lead to his execution! [Boice p. 68] 

 This must have been very hard for Paul to take personally. It’s never easy when other people take delight 

in our misery. It’s not pleasant when others see your difficulties as a chance for their own advancement.  Maybe 

these people felt threatened by Paul’s status as an apostle? Maybe they didn’t like his work with Gentiles? We 

don’t know. But what we do know is that Paul rose above it all.  Paul didn’t care about his own status. He only 

cared that Christ was preached!  That was what mattered to him, not his own reputation or status. 

 The third key statement Paul makes has to do with Paul’s upcoming trial.  He says, “I eagerly expect and 

hope that I will in no way be ashamed, but will have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be 

exalted in my body, whether by life or by death. For me to live is Christ and to die is gain.”  Paul expects and 

hopes that he will not be “ashamed.”  Actually, this is a difficult word to translate.  A better translation would be 

“disappointed” or “disillusioned.” [Boice, p. 73]  The idea here is that Paul expects and hopes that he won’t be 

disappointed or disillusioned for having put his faith in God.  He is confident he won’t come to think he 

“Backed the wrong horse” by committing his life so fully to Christ Jesus.  Trust in God is never misplaced.  “No 

one who trusts God will ever be disappointed.” [Boice, p. 73]   

Paul has been through so much, yet everything he experienced, both good and bad, turned out to advance 

the gospel and bring glory to God. So now, facing trial with a life or death sentence, he knows that whether he 

lives or dies, he will not be disappointed for having gone “all in” with Jesus. He looks at both potential outcomes, 

life or death, and sees the situation as “win win.”  If he lives, he gets to keep ministering and he will get to see the 

Philippians again. If he dies, he gets to be with Jesus that much sooner. How can he lose? 

For Paul, to live is Christ.  What does this mean?  Remember, Christ gave Paul new life on the road to 

Damascus.  He gave Paul abundant, continuing life in his daily experience.  He gave Paul a goal in life- the 

eternal presence with Christ in Christ’s kingdom.  He gave Paul inspiration for life and a task for life- to be the 

apostle to the Gentiles.  He gave Paul strength for life, “his grace is sufficient for me” in Paul’s weakness.  And 



 
 

4 

he gave Paul a reward for life- closer fellowship with Jesus. [Barclay, p. 27]  So for Paul, every facet of his life 

was shaped, powered and inspired by Christ. Paul understood that he was the beneficiary of divine, unmerited 

favour. He who had been killing Christians, was brought to Christ and given new life and the power to live it! 

And so Paul was torn between the two options of life and death. The Greek is literally the idea of being in 

a narrow defile, between a rock and a hard place. [Barclay, p. 27]  Paul’s desire, his preference, was to “strike 

camp” and depart to be present with Christ. [Barclay, p. 28] But he felt that his work in earth was not done.  So he 

was confident he would be released to continue his missionary work.  

 What a tremendous way to view life!  You can’t lose! You either get to serve Christ on earth or be with 

Christ in Heaven.  Nobody can frighten you. You can’t lose! 

 And this is the kind of approach to life that Paul is urging the Philippian Christians, and us, to live out.  

This is Paul’s fourth key statement, “Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of 

Christ.”  The Greek here actually uses the word for “citizenship.”  Literally, Paul says, “live out your citizenship 

in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ.”  [Fee, p. 159] Remember, for the Philippians citizenship was a big 

deal.  They lived out their Roman citizenship daily. They lived, spoke, dressed and acted like they were in Rome. 

Their laws were Roman. Their customs were Roman. Everything they did was a witness to their Roman 

citizenship. Paul is here saying that they should live out their heavenly citizenship in the same way. Their 

everyday actions, choices and overall lifestyle should create a little pocket of Heaven in Philippi, just as 

Philippi was a little pocket of Rome out in the far flung Empire. 

 Paul goes on to give examples of what this looks like.  He wants them to live out their citizenship so that 

regardless of whether he can visit them in person or not, he will know that they “stand firm in [the] Spirit, 

contending as one man for the faith of the gospel without being frightened in any way by those who oppose 

[them].”  The NIV misses the mark here.  Spirit should be capitalized. [Fee, p. 163]  It is only in the Spirit 

that we can stand firm against our opponents. “The world is full of Christians on the retreat, who, when things 

grow difficult, play down their Christianity.” [Barclay, p. 30]  When faced with temptation, too many of us 

downplay our Christianity and give in to it.  When faced with opposition or persecution, we play down our 

Christianity to avoid trouble. 

 But “steadfastness is grounded in unity.” [Motyer, p. 59]  In order to stand firm, we must stand side by 

side. We must content as one. This is another military reference! [Fee, p. 166]  The power of the Roman military 

was in the fact that they stood side by side and fought together as one.  They didn’t split up to fight their enemies 

in hand to hand, single combat. They stood shoulder to shoulder and fought as one.  Each man’s shield protected 

not only himself, but also his neighbour.  They would lock their big, rectangular shields together to form a 

continuous wall against their enemies. When they moved forward, they moved as one. When they turned, they 

turned as one. When they backed up, they backed up as one.  They moved and functioned as with one mind and 

that was their strength. That was how they stood firm against their opponents who, quite regularly, outnumbered 

them!  This is an image that would have appealed to the Philippians, many of whom were retired soldiers 

themselves, or who had heard stories from their fathers or grandfathers about fighting for the Legions. 

 When the Roman soldiers stood side by side, contending as one, moving as one, they were never 

frightened by their opponents. The word Paul uses here for frightened is the word used to describe a stampede. 

[Motyer, p. 61]  In battle, most of the deaths the losing side suffered were when their forces broke and began to 

retreat.  When the enemy would rout, it meant turning their unprotected back to their attackers. This was true 

throughout many centuries. For the Romans, to rout, to stampede, meant your shield no longer protected your 

neighbour. His shield no longer guarded you. Roman soldiers’ armour only protected the front, not the back. So 

when you stampede, you exposed your vulnerable back to the enemy!  That was when they cut you down. 

 The same thing is true for Christians. It’s when we stampede, when we run away, that we get cut 

down. We lose our unity. We stop standing shoulder to shoulder. We become consumed with ourselves and forget 

our duty to our neighbours, our brothers and sisters in Christ.  I will say it again, “The world is full of Christians 

on the retreat, who, when things grow difficult, play down their Christianity.” [Barclay, p. 30] 

 The church that is experiencing unity, by contrast, is a church “with no passengers.” [Motyer, p. 60]  

There is no “dead wood” in a church that is unified. Everybody is pulling his or her own weight. They are all 

contending side by side. “Is there unity where there is the tacit or spoken attitude, ‘I agree with you but I will not 
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do anything for you’?... Acquiescence is not unity; consent is not co-operation; approval is not partnership; a 

[unanimous] vote is not enough.” [Motyer, p. 60] In a unified church, everybody lends a hand. Everybody 

contributes. Everybody does his or her part.   

That is what Paul is calling for in Philippi. That is what God is calling for in his church.  That is what it 

means to live up to, to mature into your title or status as a saint. It is to be unified with other believers, not just in 

thought, but also in action. It is to be united in the Spirit, contending side by side for the gospel, not being 

frightened by the opposition in the world around you, but seeing your unity with others as a sign of your salvation 

and the world’s destruction! 

How Do We Do It? 
Now, some of you might be wondering, “How do we do this?”  You may be thinking, “That sounds great, 

but isn’t it a pipe dream?  Where do we start?”  These are good questions. These are important questions.  Let 

me sketch out the foundations of the answer. 

First, it is a question of purpose.  Our overriding purpose in life must become “to glorify God and 

proclaim Christ.”  That was Paul’s primary purpose in life. That was what drove him. That was what allowed 

him to look death in the face and see it as the preferable outcome. This chief purpose in his life was what allowed 

Paul to see that everything that happened to him, including the incredibly unpleasant things, ultimately served to 

advance the gospel.  As a result, he was able to rejoice, even when other people were using his misfortune and 

affliction for personal gain! 

This means, too, that we must seek to glorify God is every aspect of our lives, not just the “religious” 

aspects of our lives. This means being a whole-hearted Christian every day of the week, not just on Sundays.  

There is no division in our lives between “secular” and “sacred.” 

Paul’s goal was that regardless of the outcome of his trial, Christ would be glorified in Paul’s body.  We 

must remember that Christ is glorified in our bodies, that is in us.  Christ is not glorified in our churches. Christ is 

not glorified in our programs or causes.  God is no even glorified in the Bible! He is glorified in us when he enters 

“into the life of believers through the Bible and forms their lives in accordance with [the Bible’s] principles.” 

[Boice, p. 80]  God doesn’t dwell in the Bible. He dwells in believers. He honours the Bible above all other 

books, but doesn’t live there. That is not where he is glorified. [Boice, p. 80] 

 So we need to glorify God in every aspect of our lives: our work, our play, our conversation, our attitude, 

our money, our time, our talents and skills.  Every aspect of our lives should be lived in light of the goal of 

glorifying God and proclaiming Christ. 

 When we start to do this, when we start to apply ourselves to this goal, when we make this our goal for 

living, certain other things start to fall into place.  This is how we come to say, “To live is Christ.”  “It means 

that life is no longer a lonely trudge, but a life of fellowship with God…. [Life takes on] a shining goal…: to 

achieve Christlikeness in thought and act.” [Halford E. Luccock, More Preaching Values from the Epistles of 

Paul, p. 176]  

 Furthermore, having gotten the big picture in life right, the glory of God and proclaiming Christ, it 

changes how we experience the little picture.  To live for Christ, to make God’s glory your primary purpose, 

shapes our perspective.  Suddenly, even suffering can be seen to have a purpose.  Paul suffered tremendously! 

He suffered both in terms of circumstances, like being shipwrecked, but also through other people’s mistreatment, 

like being wrongly accused, arrested, held illegally, and having people try to profit from his misery.  But Paul’s 

big picture view- to glorify God and proclaim Christ- shaped his understanding of the little picture- his suffering. 

He could see God being glorified in his suffering, so he knew it was worth it. It didn’t make it pleasant, but it made 

it palatable.   

 Having gotten the big picture right, we can see purpose in suffering. Perhaps we see the gospel 

advanced. Perhaps we see others encouraged by how we trust God in our suffering. Perhaps God uses our 

suffering to correct us. Perhaps he uses it to shed light on a part of our life he would change, but we haven’t let 

him.  Perhaps our suffering awakens us to the needs of others. [Boice, p. 61] Even Jesus suffered, and he is the 

perfect Son of God! But when we get the big picture right, we can endure the little picture, we can view the little 

picture with new eyes. 

 When facing suffering, we must let it draw us closer to God! [Boice, p. 64]  That is the true test of our 
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faith.  That was the test Job endured.  When faced with suffering, we are faced with a choice. We can let it draw 

us away from God, as if God owed us a life without suffering. We can let it distract us from God, consuming our 

hearts and minds so there is no room for God. Or we can let it draw us closer to God.  That is how David became 

a man after God’s own heart. That was what Paul did. That was the road Jesus trod- the road of suffering, and it 

was the road to greater intimacy with the Father.   

But the ability to do that comes from seeing the big picture first- life’s goal is to glorify God and proclaim 

Christ. Then the smaller things fall into place.  When we put our trust in God, we will never be disappointed.  It 

doesn’t mean we will always be comfortable. It doesn’t mean life will always be pleasant. It means we will never, 

ultimately, be disappointed. 

Bringing It Home 
 So how do we bring this home?  Hopefully, you’ve been challenged and inspired.  Hopefully you’ve 

been challenged to put God first in your life, to make glorifying God and proclaiming Christ your life’s goal. 

Hopefully you’ve been challenged that you’re not doing that already!  Hopefully you’ve been inspired, too, that 

when you start doing this, you will have a new outlook on life that will make the things in the small picture change 

shape. 

 Hopefully you’ve been challenged and inspired about unity.  Church unity is about standing side by side, 

contending as one, standing firm in the Spirit so as not to be afraid and run away from our enemies.  Canada is no 

longer a Christian society.  Like the Christians in Philippi, we are surrounded by a pagan culture that is 

often hostile to us because of our different beliefs and lifestyles. [incl pic] Like the 101
st
 Airborne in Bastogne, 

we are surrounded by enemies bent on our destruction.  But if we stand firm in the Spirit, standing side by side 

with one another, contending as one, we have no fear.  In fact, such unity is a sign of encouragement to us that we 

will be saved by God and a sign to our enemies that they will be destroyed! 

 But to stand steadfast is a community effort. [Motyer, p. 58]  If we are to live out our citizenship in 

Guelph, we must do it together. We can’t sit idly by and let others do all the heavy lifting. We can’t sit back and let 

others take the risks or do the ministry. We can’t sit in the background and let others take a stand on their own. We 

need to stand up, join our brothers and sisters and form a united front.  This is what our church means when we 

say that part of our vision is to “Reach Out” and join in ministry with other churches and with other ministries 

in our city.  It is also what it means when we say we will “Reach In,” strengthening our church and the believers 

who worship with us.  We must stand with each other in this room as well as with other Christians in Guelph, and 

in Canada and beyond. 

 Paul’s perspective was such that even his chains could advance the gospel.  What chains do you face in 

your life?  What affliction has come your way?  Paul was chained to a guard.  Are you chained to a desk at 

work?  Are you chained at home with the kids?  Are you chained by an illness or disability?  Do you feel like 

these chains hinder you from sharing the gospel?  “If you are in circumstances like these, this has been given you 

by God and can be used by Him,” just as he used Paul’s chains.  [Boice, p. 63]  Dozens of people walk by your 

desk each day.  You spend hours with your children, who need to know the truth of God and see your faith. You 

come in contact with other parents and teachers who need to see Christ lived out. You see doctors, therapists and 

other patients who need to hear you talking about how God has worked in your life in spite of the difficulties, or 

even through the difficulties you face!  When you start to allow God to use these circumstances for his glory and 

to proclaim Christ, not only will others hear Christ proclaimed, but it will dramatically change how you perceive 

these limitations as well. [Boice, p. 63] 

 When we set the big picture of our lives on the goal of glorifying God and proclaiming Christ, the other 

things in life fall into place.  As one author puts it well, “You will look back from a vantage point in eternity what 

we would call a million years from now and will confess that God knew what He was doing in your life.  You 

will see that Christ was certainly exalted. And you will not be disappointed.” [Boice, p. 78] So check your life’s 

purpose. Check your big picture. Examine your goals.  Find unity in the Spirit with your brothers and sisters in 

Christ, lift your hands to the plough so you can contend as one, side by side, and you will not fear anything that 

comes at you from the world out there or the temptation that resides in here.  Set your life on the trajectory of 

glorifying God daily and proclaiming Christ and you will live without disappointment.  Amen. 


