Sunday, July 13, 2008

Philippians 2 – Following Christ’s example of humble service
(Three real life examples of getting down low to lift God’s name up high.)

Micah Adamson
Introduction

    As I’ve cut out material from this sermon on Philippians 2, I can finally understand how the author of Hebrews could apologize for writing such a short letter at the end of one of the longest books in the New Testament. Philippians 2 is about the gospel of Jesus Christ, the source of Paul’s joy, and the main point of the whole Bible. Like the author of Hebrews, I want to apologize for how short this is going to be compared to the time Jesus deserves. Before we start let’s quickly review Paul’s theme in the whole letter. “Have joy in Christ no matter what!” Philippians 4:4 says, Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! Here’s a chart of the flow of Paul’s argument in each chapter. (Chapter 1) Regardless of what happens, (Chapter 2) Christ our servant Lord, (Chapter 3) is most valuable, (Chapter 4) so we rejoice! Here are the verses from each chapter to demonstrate these themes:

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

Philippians 2:8-9 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death— even death on a cross! Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name…
Philippians 3:8 I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ.

Philippians 4:12 I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.

Jesus Humble Service
Philippians 2:1-4 If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, 2 then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. 3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. 4 Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. 
     With all these “ifs” Paul seems to be inviting us to find ourselves among those whom his instruction is applicable to. Do you have “encouragement from being united with Christ”? How about “comfort from his love”, “Fellowship with the spirit”, or “Tenderness and compassion”? If so, then Paul says his exhortation will apply to you. These traits are things which all believers in Christ should understand. Do you remember that Paul was willing to postpone going to heaven in order to bring joy to the Philippians through their progress in the faith in Philippians 1:25-26? Well, now in Philippians 2:2 Paul asks the Philippians to give him joy through their progress.

     In Philippians 1:17, Paul said that some people were preaching Christ out of “selfish ambition”, and while Paul rejoiced that the gospel was being preached regardless of bad motives, Paul doesn’t want Christians to have bad motives! Instead Paul recommends “humility” and “considering others better than ourselves”. Did you notice the “not only” and the “but also” in this verse? Just as loving our neighbor as ourselves, doesn’t mean our goal is to stop loving ourselves, so here we are encouraged to elevate others’ interests to the level of our own instead of becoming emotionless. C.S. Lewis lamented the tendency to replace the command to love with the command to not be selfish, as though depriving ourselves is the highest good. We are Christians not Buddhists! Our goal should not be to do away with desire but to be willing to help others have good things too! Don’t get me wrong, this is just as radical and possibly even more difficult. In many ways, getting rid of pain and pleasure as ideas would he easier than being willing to help others at our own expense. Paul is setting us up to talk about the ultimate servant. 
     When Jesus disciples were arguing over who was greatest in Luke 22:25 Jesus said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who exercise authority over them call themselves Benefactors. 26 But you are not to be like that. Instead, the greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves. 27 For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one who is at the table? But I am among you as one who serves. Who is greater Jesus or his disciples? Jesus is the king and ruler of the universe. He has the right to “lord it over” everyone! And yet, Jesus treated his disciples as better than himself. Jesus is the ultimate example of servant hood.
     I want to point out that Paul said in Philippians 1:30 that Paul and the Philippians were having the same struggle, in Philippians 2:2 the Philippians were to have the same love, and now in Philippians 2:5 the Philippians and Jesus are to have the same attitude. Christ is the source of sameness for all believers. He’s what makes unity between us possible.
     Philippians 2:6-11 were probably the words to a common hymn of praise to Jesus. Paul may or may not be the original author. He may have even modified this hymn slightly to make it more theologically precise. This hymn has many similarities with the passage known as “The Servant Song” describing the coming messiah found in Isaiah 52 and 53 which may help us understand what the hymn write in Philippians 2 was thinking of when it was written. Isaiah 52:13-14 

13 See, my servant will act wisely﻿﻿; 

he will be raised and lifted up and highly exalted. 

14 Just as there were many who were appalled at him﻿﻿— 

his appearance was so disfigured beyond that of any man 

and his form marred beyond human likeness—  
     To the best of my knowledge, the hymn in Philippians 2 does not rhyme in Greek. There is a good chance this is a Hebrew style poem with rhyming ideas rather than rhyming words. I’ve highlighted several parallel ideas that I would like you to consider as possibly “rhyming”.
Philippians 2:5-11 Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:
6 Who, being in very nature﻿﻿ God, 

did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 

7 but made himself nothing, 

taking the very nature﻿﻿ of a servant, 

being made in human likeness. 

8 And being found in appearance as a man, 

he humbled himself 

and became obedient to death— 

even death on a cross! 

9 Therefore God exalted him to the highest place 

and gave him the name that is above every name, 

10 that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 

in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

11 and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, 

to the glory of God the Father.
     This hymn contains two vital truths about who Jesus is. In verses 6 and 11 Jesus is God, and in verses 7 and 8 Jesus is man. In case you have any doubt about this interpretation of Philippians 2, Colossians 2:9 says For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form. And Hebrews 2:14 says Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil. Denying either of these things about Jesus makes him into a different Jesus and the gospel into a different gospel. If Jesus is not God he wasn’t perfect and his death means nothing. Similarly, if Jesus wasn’t really a man then he couldn’t die in our place and we aren’t forgiven. There have been many false teachers since the start of the church who deny one or both of these truths and these ideas are still around today. Hold on to these two Biblical truths about Christ at all costs!
     David Bryant pointed out at the Christ College Dan and I attended in 2007, that we often share the important facts of the gospel, and stop one step short of what Paul includes in Philippians 2. Jesus is God, then he stepped down out of heaven and was born as a man, followed by the ultimate decent to the grave through his death. His death is then reversed by his resurrection and we end there, but Jesus ascended back to heaven. Jesus role as priest didn’t end with his sacrificing himself on the cross, he lives forever, and continues to speak to God on our behalf. Jesus role as king didn’t end either, he is now reigning from heaven on God’s throne.
     But isn’t “equality with God” just where Jesus came from to begin with? Did Jesus really gain anything? Philippians 2:11 addresses this issue by saying that God receives glory from Jesus being acknowledge as Lord. This topic is too big to thoroughly cover in one sermon but let me introduce this theme to you so that you can watch for it in the rest of the Bible. God’s glory is more clearly seen at the cross than anywhere else and so God’s glory is more visible after the cross than it ever was before. In fact, 2 Corinthians 4:4 says The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. If someone hears the gospel and isn’t attracted to Christ, there’s nothing else more attractive left. After Jesus sacrifice on the cross, no one can say that God never gave them anything. After God’s wrath was poured out on the cross, no one can say that God doesn’t punish evil. After Jesus sinless life all the way to the end, no one can say that the God who hears our prayers doesn’t know what we go through and how hard life is. These are just some of the many ways God is glorified through the cross. For more information see especially the argument of the whole book of Hebrews, and most of 1 Peter. God’s glory comes up as a theme many times in Romans and is most notably connected to Christ’s work on the cross in chapters 3 and 8. Jesus also used the word “glorify” almost as a synonym for his upcoming crucifixion and resurrection in his prayers between John 12 and 17.
     So why is Paul bringing up the gospel as the greatest display of God’s glory in connection with Christian living? It seems that now that the Philippians have been saved by Christ, Paul wants to help them become like Christ. The secret to being godly is to have Christ’s humble servant “attitude”. In Philippians 2:3, Paul told the Philippians to act “in humility” and we find in verse 8 that Jesus “humbled himself”. Paul is using the ideas of servant and Lord much as Jesus did in Luke. Jesus is Lord but acted as “the servant of all” and in the end, God exalted Jesus to his rightful place as “Lord of all”. But Philippians 2:10-11 have an even deeper meaning for the word “Lord” since it is almost an exact quote from Isaiah 45:23 Before me every knee will bow; by me every tongue will swear. By quoting this verse about Jesus which was originally God’s own words, Paul is making the point that Jesus is the LORD God. No matter how high our opinion is of ourselves, Jesus is greater than we are and yet he humbled himself. We have no excuse.

     In Acts 2, Peter preached his first sermon to unbelievers at Pentecost shortly after Jesus had returned to heaven. He included all of the same basic facts of the gospel found in Philippians 2. Peter told of Jesus’ deity and humanity, he told of Jesus’ death and resurrection and included a focus on the newly understood fact of Jesus’ ascension. Acts 2:33 says Exalted to the right hand of God, he has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see and hear. But unlike Paul’s message in Philippians 2, Peter’s conclusion had to do with conversion. In Acts 2:37-40 he told people to “repent and be baptized” not merely follow Jesus example. Jesus actions are first and foremost to save us. It is only after we come to faith in Christ and are trusting in his finished work on the cross to save us that he can become our example.
Philippians 2:12-13 Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose. 

     It’s logical that the good news of salvation should lead to rejoicing, as Paul said in Philippians 1:18. But, it is not as logical that the working out of our salvation should lead to fear and trembling since they seem to be negative emotions in response to a positive message. When someone is being observed by their hero while they work on the same task that their hero is famous for, it can make them nervous. Because of how great Christ’s salvation is, it’s a healthy response to have a bit of that kind of self conscious awe as we serve such a humble king. 

Without this encouragement from Paul we would be in danger of thinking God will perform a miracle of goodness in our lives apart from his chosen means, our obedience in faith. Remember that if we want the holy life God has offered, faith means accepting God’s gift on his terms. 
     Notice the different directions for the same action: God “works in” the Philippians while the Philippians “work out” their salvation. Salvation has to be present before this working out can begin; this work does not earn salvation. Here’s the paradox, from a human point of view, God working in Christians and Christians doing good works will appear to be the same thing; God works as we work. God’s work is done in lives of believers in real time by the presence of Holy Spirit. God has had plans and a will for believers since before the creation of the world, but the idea that God just wound everything up at creation and walked away to leave the world to run on its own, is not supported by scripture. God’s will isn’t completely finished until we do it. God is still at work in the world through Christians!

     Last week in Philippians 1:6, we saw how it was God who started this whole process by working in the Philippians hearts to bring them to faith in Christ, it is God who is continuing to work in them, and it is God who will ultimately finish the task when Jesus returns. Philippians 2:13 adds that it not only God who works in us, but God who wills in us. Both the ability to do what is right as well as the desire to do it, come from God. Not only are our good works motivated by our salvation, but they are done by God. Holy living is not a reason to boast, but one of the many reasons Paul gives throughout Philippians to rejoice in the Lord!

Paul’s Service

Philippians 2:14-18 Do everything without complaining or arguing, 15 so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe 16 as you hold out﻿﻿ the word of life—in order that I may boast on the day of Christ that I did not run or labor for nothing. 17 But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you. 18 So you too should be glad and rejoice with me. 

    The obedience of the Philippians is to mirror Christ’s obedience from Philippians 2:8. The specific obedience which is now commanded is to “do everything without complaining or arguing.” This is the negative form of the same command given throughout Philippians, to “rejoice in the Lord.” We see these opposites right here in Philippians 1:14 and 1:18. Rejoicing in the Lord even in hard times, requires us to trust him. When suffering for Christ, or doing anything else, we can choose to complain and argue or to be glad and rejoice, and Paul just reminded us how much there is to rejoice in; that is, how much reason there is to trust God.  Rejoicing instead of complaining will make us stand out like lights in the darkness. Paul says that as we do this we will “hold out the word of life”. Evangelism is a key goal of Christ-likeness which all of Paul’s life testifies to. 
     Paul is the first of three examples of humble servants in this chapter who are putting Jesus example into practice. In Philippians 1:1-2, Paul identified himself and Timothy as “Servants of the Lord Jesus”. Here Paul again refers to the fact that his very life may soon be “poured out” following Jesus example of service. I don’t know about you, but I am constantly motivated by the Apostle Paul’s example in Philippians.
Timothy’s Service
Philippians 2:19-24 I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that I also may be cheered when I receive news about you. 20 I have no one else like him, who takes a genuine interest in your welfare. 21 For everyone looks out for his own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. 22 But you know that Timothy has proved himself, because as a son with his father he has served with me in the work of the gospel. 23 I hope, therefore, to send him as soon as I see how things go with me. 24 And I am confident in the Lord that I myself will come soon. 

     Paul now holds Timothy up as an example of one who is obeying his command to be like Christ. In Philippians 2:4, Paul said that we “should look not only to our own interests but also to the interests of others”. Timothy does that even though not many others do! Paul even says that by looking out for the Philippians’ interests Timothy is really looking out for Jesus’ interests. God wants the world to know Christ and he wants the church to become like Christ. Timothy, like Paul, is giving his life in the service of the gospel following Christ’s example.
Epaphroditus’ Service
Philippians 2:25-30 But I think it is necessary to send back to you Epaphroditus, my brother, fellow worker and fellow soldier, who is also your messenger, whom you sent to take care of my needs. 26 For he longs for all of you and is distressed because you heard he was ill. 27 Indeed he was ill, and almost died. But God had mercy on him, and not on him only but also on me, to spare me sorrow upon sorrow. 28 Therefore I am all the more eager to send him, so that when you see him again you may be glad and I may have less anxiety. 29 Welcome him in the Lord with great joy, and honor men like him, 30 because he almost died for the work of Christ, risking his life to make up for the help you could not give me.
     Prison arrangements were different in the Roman Empire than they are in the US today. The fact that “chains” in Philippians 1:7, 13, and 14 are a synonym for prison, probably refers to the fact that prisoners were often kept chained to a guard day and night. Modern western governments take care of the physical needs of prisoners such as food and clothing, but in ancient Rome, prisoners were not cared for by the state and were expected to have guests come care for them and even to conduct their own business from prison. The fact that the Philippians had sent money to take care of Paul’s “needs” in through Epaphroditus is a testimony to this situation.
     Epaphroditus is the final example of Christ-like service in Philippians 2 and is perhaps the most helpful for us since he helps to answer the question, “How should an average guy serve God?” Epaphroditus is not mentioned anywhere else in the Bible. He wasn’t a front line evangelist like Paul. He probably never even became a full time pastor like Timothy. But he was still willing to give up his life for the sake of the gospel. Epaphroditus took a gift from the Philippians to Paul and may have continued to lived in jail with Paul and work to support him. Would you be willing to do that to support a missionary, or even the work of the gospel being done at your local church? It’s a lot easier to just write a check. Either way, the gospel needs both senders and preachers. We’re a body working together for the God’s purpose.
     In Ecuador, Johanna and I are working in Epaphroditus-like roles as helper missionaries. While we enjoy sharing Jesus with unbelievers in Loja every chance we get, our primary ministry is to free up long-term missionaries to do ministry by schooling their kids in English. This last year we had a one room school house with three students. Tabitha was in 9th grade, and Elizabeth was in 7th. They studied all of their subjects with us. Their brother John Michael was in 5th grade in an Ecuadorian school in Spanish and came in for English tutoring in the afternoons three days a week. Their parents are American missionaries Murray and Sheryl Greenwood who had only been on the mission field for one year when we arrived. We were able to free them up to continue studying Spanish, getting involved in their church, and for Murray to start his ministry as a doctor in an Ecuadorian hospital.

     Next year our school will be joined by four more students from two more families. Colin and Jill Bakon are Australian missionaries who have been in Loja for about 10 years and are currently involved in evangelism through English teaching ministries at the University and the SIM run café. Mark and Nube Vogan are missionaries from Ireland (and Ecuador) who will be involved at the SIM run radio station in Loja, helping to get the gospel to remote areas of Ecuador in both Spanish and Quechua. All together we will have seven students in seven different grades between kindergarten and tenth grade from three different continents in our one room school house. If you are interested in a challenging ministry opportunity, ask me how you can replace us when we leave Loja at the end of the 2008-2009 school year next June. Regardless of what happens, don’t let the fact that you aren’t a famous evangelist, stop you from giving your life to serve Christ. Let’s pray:
     God, thank you for sending Jesus to die for us. Jesus thank you for humbling giving your life for us and giving us the ultimate example of a true servant. Thank you also for your work in the lives of godly examples like Paul, Timothy, and Epaphroditus.  Please help us by your Spirit to give our own lives in service of each other and for your kingdom and glory. In Jesus name we pray. Amen.

