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April 7th, 2003

Philippians 1:12 -30

Lesson 2

Summary Sentence: Paul allows nothing to interfere with his work for the Lord, and exhorts the saints at Philippi to be focused & steadfast, working together for the sake of the Gospel. 

Central Idea: Sharing the Gospel of Jesus Christ is our first priority in all circumstances.

Aim:  To cause my audience to give greater priority to sharing the gospel with others

Introduction:  Paul was a very capable man who enjoyed a first-rate education. He had sat at the feet of the celebrated Jewish scholar, Gamaliel. Had Paul continued in Judaism he might have succeeded his famous teacher in ability and fame. Paul's direction was forever changed, however, on a trip to Damascus. Just outside the city, Jesus Christ singled him out of the crowd and drew him to Himself in saving faith. Paul was never the same again.  He transferred all his intellect and energy from Judaism to the cause of Christ. His goal was to travel as far and wide as he could, planting churches in strategic places so that the gospel could continue to spread after his departure. It was a brilliant plan that still serves as a model for missions today. Paul was not able to follow his master plan for evangelism, however. He wanted to take the gospel to Asia, but God forbade him to do so and sent him to Europe instead. Once redirected, Paul gave his whole heart to spreading the gospel throughout the western world. But once again, came an unexpected change. While in Jerusalem, some of his countrymen who did not share Paul's faith, brought legal charges against him. Imprisoned for two long years in Caesarea, Paul appealed to Caesar. En route to Rome for his trial, Paul was shipwrecked, and ended up on the island of Malta for a time. Finally he arrived at Rome. Although he had always intended to go there as a gospel preacher, he entered the city only to be locked away as a prisoner. Sometimes our lives are like that. Plans change. . . Our lives get re-directed (not always gently) . . . and we find ourselves in places we never meant to go. How do we deal with that? Tonight we will get a remarkable lesson in life as we study Philippians 1:12-30. Paul shows us that, even in the most trying of circumstances, we can always:

Look for the hidden opportunity (12-18)

Place your Confidence in God (19-26)

Stand Fast for the Gospel (27-30)

Look for the hidden opportunity. . . and seize it! (12-18)

(Explain) When Paul arrived in Rome, he was placed under “house arrest.” He actually rented his own lodgings, but was confined there, and was under guard 24 hours a day. The big plans for evangelism and church planting in the Capital of the World seemed to be at an end. If normal practice was followed in Paul’s case, he would have actually been chained to a Roman soldier, a member of the Praetorian guard, at all times. Can you imagine how unpleasant that must have been for Paul? How miserable it would be to remain shackled to a Roman guard constantly. These were not refined and educated men. Theirs was a culture of the rough and tumble life. His guards were profane, coarse men who used bad language and talked of unsavory things. Paul had nothing in common with them except the chains that bound them together.  Yet, because he knew God purposed to reach the lost, Paul adapted himself to his unpleasant situation and seized the hidden opportunity.  What would Paul talk to them about? Why, Jesus Christ, of course! Paul would explain that he was chained to them because of his faith in a Messiah who had died for his sins and risen for his justification. 

(Illustrate) He would share with them how they could know the forgiveness of sins by simply trusting in Jesus Christ as their own personal Savior. He might even have told them how the Roman centurion at the cross came to know Christ and how the Philippian jailer believed in Christ and was saved. In any case, it was clear that God closed many doors of opportunity when Paul was imprisoned, but He opened the one door that would have remained closed had Paul not been taken a prisoner to Rome! For the first time in history, God infiltrated the elite Praetorian guard with the Gospel message. 

(Apply) Brothers and sisters, does this not teach us that the Lord can work in the most unlikely of circumstances?  We may not be imprisoned by the government as was Paul, but we all face adverse circumstances. Hardship comes in many different forms! We fail to get that promotion we've wanted. We lose a sale we've been working on. Our health gives out. Someone we love becomes ill or dies. We remain unmarried, or we are married to someone who makes it hard for us to be a Christian. And on it goes. Hard times can take the heart right out of us, but often that is the very place where God is working in our lives.  Let me encourage you, if you are facing a difficult situation, don’t become fixated on your adversity and fail to focus on what God can do through you. We know that God is working all things together for our good (Romans 8:28). We also know that God is reaching the lost for Christ and uses us to do so (Romans 10). 
Don’t be sidetracked by secondary matters while veering off from the main issue in life. While this may sound harsh, the real issue of life is not derived from promotions, health, wealth, or human relationships.  Each of them – even marriage - will end with this life. The  one thing that will remain is our relationship with Jesus Christ. We must learn to look for how God is teaching us the gospel through our every life experience, and we must look for how God will use us to tell others of His saving grace in Jesus Christ. That is where God's heart is, and that is what God is about. Sharing the Gospel of Jesus Christ is our first priority in all circumstances. 

Place your confidence in God . . . and His Plan (19-26)

(Explain) I love Paul’s confidence in this passage.  He uses terms such as “I Know” . . . “earnest expectation”  . . . and “Convinced”.  How can he say those things? This is the man whose only constant in life is unexpected change. Well, it is because his confidence has nothing to do with his circumstances – and everything to do with the purposes and character of God.  

· He knows all will turn out well for his salvation (19-20) through the prayers of the saints, and the help of the Holy Spirit (19)

· He is confident that no matter what happens, Christ will be magnified (20)

· He knows that whether he lives or dies, there will be a blessing (21-23)

· To live is Christ, to die is gain (21)

· He expects that to live will mean fruitful labor, but to depart and be with Christ will be far better for him (22-23)

· He is confident of coming to them once again, because he knows their need of him at the present (24-26)

Paul doesn’t ever claim to know what lies ahead for him personally. Accustomed by now to God’s unorthodox ways, Paul knows to put his trust in the Love of Christ, for there is his only safety.  He may live – he may die. Either way, it’s good, if it is what God intends. 

(Illustrate) Paul’s words here remind me of another passage in the Old Testament, where Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah are facing King Nebuchadnezzar, who is furiously demanding that they bow to his statue. And they answer him “O Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to give you an answer concerning this matter. 17 "If it be [so,] our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire; and He will deliver us out of your hand, O king. 18 "But [even] if [He does] not, let it be known to you, O king, that we are not going to serve your gods or worship the golden image that you have set up." In other words “Only God is able to deliver us. We believe he will, but even if he doesn’t, it’s better to trust him. Throw us in the fiery furnace. Whatever God does is best.” 

(Application) I believe that. I truly do.  But I admit that I am not able to be quite that relaxed about the issue.  I want to stand beside my son at his wedding, and walk my daughters up the aisle. I want to read bible stories to my grandchildren, and take my wife to Tahiti for a second honeymoon. I want to win “Lawn of the year” from the Tuscawilla garden club.  I want to see CBS-Orlando grow to 300 participants.   But in my heart, I know that if God does leave me on this earth, or even in Orlando,  it will be for none of those reasons, except perhaps the last one. We who are citizens of heaven are not left on earth so that we may enjoy what amounts to a much lesser blessing than eternal glory with Christ. God leaves us in this world so that we may tell others of heaven. Through our witness and ministry, many will also want to spend eternity with Jesus and will embrace Him as their personal Lord and Savior. Sharing the Gospel of Jesus Christ needs to be our first priority in all circumstances. 

Stand Fast for the Gospel (27-30)

(Explain) In verse 27, Paul begins our third section by saying  "Only conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ." In the original Greek, his choice of words is worth noting. Normally, when Paul enjoins Christians to godly living, he will employ the verb peripateo, which literally means "to walk." Of course, Paul uses it in a metaphorical way to view the Christian life as a series of steps in which we put one foot in front of the other. However, as he writes to the Philippians the apostle uses another verb, politeuomai. This word meant "to conduct oneself as a citizen." It is likely that he chose it because, as Roman colonists, the Philippians would have identified with the idea of citizenship; As we discussed last week,  to be a Roman citizen was a thing highly prized

Then Paul exhorts Christians to stand firm in the faith. There is no room for wishy-washy Christianity. The truths of the gospel give us a solid foundation on which to stand. Any religion or philosophy measured against Christianity always falls short. Nowhere else do we find God becoming man to redeem sinful men. In every other approach to life, man is earning his own righteousness. Only in the Christian faith can a sinner gain full pardon from the Holy God through the provision of a substitute who pays the price of his sin. All other philosophies or religions rest on shifting sand, but this glorious gospel is placed on the solid rock of Jesus Christ. There we stand, and we must not be moved. The great doctrines of the Bible are non-negotiable. Without them there is no Christianity. Therefore, stand firm! 
Finally, he reminds us that heaven's citizens are to maintain unity in the body: "standing firm in one spirit, with one mind striving together for the faith of the gospel." The apostle calls us to have one mind and to work together. He is not telling us all to agree with one another on everything. What he is saying is that we should be so committed to the gospel that it overshadows everything we do and is the cord that binds us together The main thing we must remember is that not only are we fellow citizens of the same kingdom, we are members of the same team. Only through united teamwork can we excel for the Lord.

 (Illustrate) No Christian should be like Diotrophes (3 John 9) who wanted to have preeminence. Jesus' answer to the apostles who wanted a higher position than the others was this: "You know that those who are recognized as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them; and their great men exercise authority over them. But it is not so among you, but whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant; and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be a slave of all. (Mark 10:45) 

(Apply) Christ must have first place in all that we do and say. It is for His glory that we serve in the church. Our motto needs to be: "Christ first; Christ last; Christ always." We must never strive without one another or against our fellow Christians. Rather, we strive together. We are parts of the same body, members of one team. Let us press forward for the gospel's sake--together. Sharing the Gospel of Jesus Christ is our first priority in all circumstances.

Conclusion

Perhaps you have heard of Charles Haddon Spurgeon. He was the most famous minister of his day. Not long after he married his wife, Susannah, she became ill. Mrs. Spurgeon desperately wanted to help her husband in his gospel ministry, but poor health prohibited her from doing many things she wanted to do. However, her dire circumstances did not inhibit her zeal for the gospel. After some time, Mrs. Spurgeon found her niche in her husband's ministry. She started a special fund for poor ministers who could not afford books. From her home she managed a ministry that provided good books for needy ministers. It was through this effort that Mrs. Spurgeon shared the gospel with many. 

(Final Application)If you are committed to serving God by spreading the gospel, rest assured that the Lord will give you ample opportunities. Every time you go to the Doctor,  there are nurses, technicians and aides you would never be able to witness to otherwise. Through His providence God has put you on their turf. Pray for them and ask the Lord to give you an opportunity to share Christ. By His mighty hand God has brought you to this place so that you might reach others for Jesus.  Like Paul, we need to look for – and seize- the hidden opportunity in every situation. Sharing the Gospel of Jesus Christ is our first priority in all circumstances. 
