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MAY CHRIST BE EXALTED IN MY BODY

Philippians 1:1-30

Key Verse: 1:20

“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.”

Introduction

Paul greets his co-workers in Philippi with deep joy and respect. That is easily noticeable to readers. Though they have quite serious problems, which would threaten their faith and the existence of the church, he deals with those who pose the problems with gentleness and warmth. Perhaps that is why Philippians has been recognized as a most personal and tender communication. 

Paul is in prison, that is, in chains. There is a good chance that he will be executed soon. His friends in Philippi seem frightened, anxious and fearful because of his situation (1:27; 2:18, 26; 3:1; 4:6). To add to this burden some appeared who had gained confidence and were boasting in their earthly successes (3:3). There arose some legalistic people who insisted on the practice of kosher food and circumcision, and thus despised the cross of Christ (3:18). The boasting would stir up competition. The legalism would be appealing to the many in Philippi who had a tendency to be sincere and serious, and so control the minds of the congregation for a long time to bring down the cross to humiliation once again (3:21). There was a constant quarrel among the women who had worked side by side with Paul to lay the foundation of the ministry in Philippi (4:3). The Christians in Philippi forgot that they were living in the society of crooked and depraved culture. They were under the watchful eyes of those who opposed the faith of the gospel (1:28; 2:15). It is a mystery how Paul could rejoice in such a situation. He was not a hippie who evades problems and escapes into fantasy. He was not selfishly indifferent to seek petty pleasures to help himself in the hard situation. Rather he is confronting the dangers of his possible execution and their destructive behaviors in the midst of the crooked and depraved generation. We will learn the secret of his joyful gentleness in our four weeks of studies. May God produce mature servants.

Paul writes in part to commend Timothy and Epaphroditus to the church. He writes as though he wanted to prepare the way for the coming of these men, particularly to disarm any criticism that might be raised against the latter due to his long absence (2:26,30). There is also the note of appreciation for the Philippians’ gift (1:5; 4:10,14). Paul has received regular assistance from them (4:15-20). In fact, the gifts were the outcome of their deep mutual friendship in Christ, which was constant between the Apostle and the Christians in Philippi. The church at Philippi appears to be Paul’s favorite, if we can say that. The reason seems well expressed everywhere in the epistle, but particularly in 1:7 in the usage of the present tense “share”. He views their friendship as God’s own work, which is everlasting. The remembrance of them awakens him to the living God, Christ Jesus our Lord. Now he hopes for them so much that he cannot wait, so he writes to express his love for them.

But this is not writing a love letter. Two outstanding features should be mentioned before we examine today’s passage. The first one is Paul’s understanding of the attitude of Christ in 2:5-11. He quotes Christ’s attitude to counteract the divisiveness in their church. The second one is Paul’s understanding of his sufferings in 1:12-26 and in 3:7-16. He understands his sufferings for the sake of the gospel as the way to attain to God, for that is shown in the person of the blessed Christ Jesus our Lord. He writes to awaken them to Christ. May God awaken our souls to him.

I.  That you may be able to discern what is best…until the day of Christ (1:1-11)


Paul begins this way: “Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, to all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the overseers and deacons: Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ (1-2).” Paul and Timothy are related to the Christians at Philippi as their servants. Though both parties are related to Christ Jesus, they are servants and the Christians at Philippi are saints, which mean God’s own saints and God’s own children. Paul stresses that he is writing to all the Philippian Christians (vv. 1,4,7,8). However some may behave, whatever others have done, from God’s perspective all of them are the new creation—those who are sanctified by the blood of Jesus. Paul recognizes the leadership of the overseers and deacons who were his disciples with the same reason. There was no grace or peace in the attitude of some people in the church. But from Christ’s perspective they are God’s children and God is the Father of them all because of the Lord Jesus Christ. So he greets them all with the respect of Christ Jesus. We should learn from Paul to welcome others in other ministries and from other ministries with the respect in Christ Jesus.

In the quadruple emphasis in verses 3 and 4 of his love for the Philippian Christians we can see how deep Paul’s affection for them is. He says, “I thank my God every time I remember you. In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy…” Simple remembrance of them would bring him to a heavenly joy, that is, every time. Why is he so deeply joyful with them to such a degree? He says in 1:5-6, “because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” His love for them was something like that of soldiers who fought side by side in the battlefield. As we know from the record in the book of Acts, the Christians in Philippi welcomed Paul from the beginning. Lydia, the first convert, opened her house to Paul and his companions. As soon as the church was formed Paul and Silas were thrown into prison because they freed a slave girl from a spirit. The owner of the slave girl was angry with Paul and Silas because the slave girl lost her ability to predict the future, and so he couldn’t make money through her. So he sued the Apostles with the false charge that they were preaching something against the Roman customs of the city. But while the Apostles were in jail a violent earthquake occurred and the chains of all the prisoners got loose. The Apostles didn’t flee. Instead they encouraged the jailer not to harm himself when he was going to take his own life as responsibility for the escape of prisoners. So the jailer and his family became disciples. Thus from their formation the Christians in Philippi took a special place in Paul’s heart. They went through all kinds of trials together, and the close co-working continued to the day Paul was writing this epistle (Ac 16:11-40). 

But the reason of Paul’s unusual degree of joy was more than because of this closeness or their comradeship. He saw that God revealed himself in the work in Philippi. Therefore their faithful devotion will not end in the memory of the posterity as great devotion. He who began a good work in Philippi will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus. Paul became confident of Christ’s second coming soon, as he remembered the faithful partnership of the Philippian Christians. Seeing them was like seeing God.

We note the same conviction in the use of the word “share” in verse 6 Since the word is used in an absolute sense, we see that Paul means this is God’s work. Their partnership defied time or space or situation. They were with Paul at all times in all situations. Look what he says in verse 7. “It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart; for whether I am in chains or defending and confirming the gospel all of you share in God’s grace with me.” He continues in verse 8, “God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus.” 

He means he loved all of them, each one, with the love of Christ. He means including those who were stirring up troubles in the church, the quarrelsome people, the legalists and those who were foolishly boasting about themselves. As we thought about it in the previous section, he is not simply bombarding them with love. The answer can be found in the words “the longing with the affection of Christ Jesus”. What is it to long for someone with the affection of Christ Jesus? He means their relationship is the place where he learns and witnesses the grace and truth of the gospel of Jesus. We can find the examples of his practice of Christ’s affection in the epistle itself. There were some who preached the gospel out of envy and rivalry. As a result, Paul became less and they became more in the eyes of new converts. But he also saw that Christ was preached anyway, while they wanted to promote themselves. Regarding the hate-filled opposition by the enemies of the church he says in 1:28b, “This is a sign to them that they will be destroyed, but that you will be saved—and that by God.” Regarding the circumcisers he says in 3:16, “Only let us live up to what we have already attained.” The fact that the circumcisers were obsessed with their bodies made him to be dismayed being in the lowly body himself and so he had to be dragged down to deal with the worthless arguments. Look what he says in 3:21, “who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.” He pleads with the two women contenders in 4:2 because their names are in the book of life. In their faithful partnership he saw God. In their rejection he saw Christ’s death and his blood shed on them. Paul was witnessing God’s involvement in their relationship. That was why he longs for them all with no discrimination, with the affection of Christ Jesus.

There follows Paul’s threefold prayer for them in 1:9-11. “And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God.” What else can it be that is best, pure and blameless other than Christ himself? Until we see him however, we need to discern what is best, pure and blameless. We get a better understanding of what they are in 4:8. He says, “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.” 

We know that our mind is like a trash can. Everything goes through that. How can a person discern what is best, pure and blameless and think of such things all the time? According to verse 9 it happens when the gospel creates in us the love for Jesus in increasing measure, and we grow in knowledge and depth of insight. In other words, only when we keep growing in the love for Christ is it possible. When we are moved with the person of Jesus himself, because of his beauty and holiness perhaps, it can be a good starting point for such ongoing growth. Most people stop at the appreciation of the benefit of the gospel in their lives. Most people stop at their own love for Christ. Most people stop at themselves. When they stop at themselves they get stuck. There is nowhere to go any further. That means spiritual death. We need strength in order to keep on waiting for the day of Christ, and Christ himself is the only strength. Paul prays for them to be filled with the fruit of righteousness that also comes through Jesus Christ. May Christ be beautiful and glorious to each of us. To what would their discernment and being filled with the fruit of righteousness end? To the glory and praise of God, not in themselves. We gather from the observation of Paul’s prayer that the love for Christ is the sign of our deliverance from the prison of ourselves into his being united with him, which will end in the glory and praise to God. 

II.  May Christ be exalted in our body (1:12-30)

Paul is in prison, that is, in chains, and he is waiting for the verdict of whether he would be executed according to the content in 1:12-26. Concerning his situation his joyful thanksgiving and prayer for the Philippian Christians is totally surprising. To make us even more surprised he says he rejoices because he is imprisoned. Why did he rejoice because he was imprisoned in chains? He says in 1:12-18a, “Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel. As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ. Because of my chains, most of the brothers in the Lord have been encouraged to speak the word of God more courageously and fearlessly. It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of goodwill. The latter do so in love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel. The former preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am in chains. But what does it matter? The important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached. And because of this I rejoice.” What is the advancement of the gospel or the preaching of Christ that makes Paul rejoice when he himself is left alone in prison in chains, with the possibility of being executed, and when some of his colleagues attempt to stir up trouble in his heart by making him envious of their successful ministry? After all, Christ’s love made him an apostle of the gospel and eventually a prisoner. Does Paul by now love Christ more than Christ loved him? Does he mean that now Christ needs him more than he needs Christ that he rejoices?

We find an answer in 1:18b-26. Paul says he will continue to rejoice, “for I know that through your prayers and the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ, what has happened to me will turn out for my deliverance (18b-19).” So far his joy makes sense if Christ is preached because of his imprisonment and now he will be released. He is in good business. But in light of verses 20 and 27, it seems that Paul himself thinks the chances of his survival or execution are 50/50. Yet in verse 26 we find that he means release from the prison. What is the basis of his confidence of his deliverance then? What is the truth of his confidence? 

We learn all the answers and more from his prayer in verse 20. 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.” His body is given as a place where Christ is exalted. All he needs, therefore, is sufficient courage not to be ashamed because Christ did not put him in a good situation. Here we learn from Paul that Christ has given us this body that this may be used to exalt him whether in life or death. In other words, he called us to die for his glory. If we struggle to live for the glory of God we fail either because we can never come up to the goal, or because we get bogged down by our situation. No one can afford to love God. If we submit to the truth that Christ has called us to die for his glory we can get just a little bit farther because of our determination. But the best way is the recognition of the work of Christ by his blood shed on the cross for this body of mine, that he sanctified it so that “now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death.” The courage Paul is talking about then is the courage to believe and hold on to the work of the blood of Christ on our body.

There follows his famous confession in verse 21, “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.” He explains what he means with the confession in verses 22-26: “If I am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful labor for me. Yet what shall I choose? I do not know! I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body. Convinced of this, I know that I will remain, and I will continue with all of you for your progress and joy in the faith, so that through my being with you again your joy in Christ Jesus will overflow on account of me.” 

Now all the pieces fall into the right places and we understand his joy, his confidence in his deliverance. Regarding his joy we can understand that he rejoiced in Christ. As we can take note of his awareness of the envy and rivalry of some, and his prayer for himself to have sufficient courage not to be ashamed, he was not selfless as some people might imagine. He was not immune from anxiety. He was not a religious nut or a super human. But in the remembrance of Christ he learned to rejoice because of Christ who was revealing his glory in all his situations and through all his situations. The remembrance of Christ came to him at this time through the remembrance of what has happened in the Christians in Philippi through the gospel. Then he saw the glory of Christ in the past up to now, that he has been revealing himself in all things and in everything in the life of Paul. Regarding his confidence in his deliverance we see the same joy. He is simply joyful like a little child in Christ. He sees everything with no illusion. He may die or he may be freed. But when he sees Christ he gets lost in joy. All things pass and Christ alone shines in fullness and completion.

The fact that Paul’s mind is fully alert is proved in his sudden change of tone to warning in verse 27. What would we expect him to say after the confession of his confidence in his deliverance? We would expect him to say not to worry. But here he warns the Christians in Philippi in verse 27a. “Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ.” The manner worthy of the gospel is explained in verses 27b and 28a as follows, “Then whether I come and see you or only hear about you in my absence, I will know that you stand 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.” 

Why should they conduct their manner worthy of the gospel even when things go badly, such as Paul about to be executed, that is, because of the gospel? Paul answers in verse 28b. “This is a sign to them that they will be destroyed, but that you will be saved—and that by God.” What does Paul mean by the words “saved—and that by God”? Isn’t he the one who is going to be destroyed? He answers in verses 29-30, “For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him, since you are going through the same struggle you saw I had, and now hear that I still have.” He means what we discussed in verses 12-26. He means Christians are called to suffer for Christ, maybe to die for him. That can be considered anything but salvation. Indeed. But thanks be to Christ Jesus our Lord. He testifies to us a never heard of thing when he died on the cross according to God’s will and in obedience, and was delivered from death and was raised, that is, by God. He testifies to us that there is such a thing as the salvation by God. That salvation can be recognized, however, only by those who surrender to God’s calling of them to suffer for Christ. Then we can we understand Paul’s prayer in verse 20. “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.”

