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Text 
Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel. 
13 

As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am in 

chains for Christ. 
14 

Because of my chains, most of the brothers in the Lord have been encouraged to speak 

the word of God more courageously and fearlessly. 
15 

It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and 

rivalry, but others out of goodwill. 
16 

The latter do so in love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of 

the gospel. 
17 

The former preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir 

up trouble for me while I am in chains. 
18 

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. 

 

Introduction 
 On the fourth Monday of every month the Pilsen Greens

1
 has a meeting at efebos 

Café.  The Pilsen Greens is a local chapter of the Green Party working for the cause of 

“environmentalism, non-violence, social justice and grassroots organizing.”
2
  One of their 

major goals is to clean up pollution from industry in the area (have you seen that 

smokestack along Cermak that puts out those large plumes of smoke?). 

 Derrek Lee – first baseman for the 2007 World Champion Chicago Cubs – has 

made finding a cure for LCA (Leber’s Congenital Amaurosis) his cause in life after his 3-

year old daughter, Jada, became blind in one eye last year as a result of this genetic 

disease.  He has founded an organization called Project 3000
3
 that’s committed to 

research and finding a cure. 

 Last Friday on World Aids Day millions world-wide wore red ribbons and 

attended events for the cause of AIDS awareness.  George Washington led the cause of 

the American Revolution.  Susan B. Anthony worked for the cause of women’s suffrage 

in the 19
th

 century.  Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. championed the cause of civil rights in 

America in the 50s and 60s.  Nelson Mandela spearheaded the cause of freedom in the 

face of apartheid in South Africa. 

 There are many good causes that one can join and give his or her life to.  

Everyone wants to be a part of something that counts, something bigger than themselves.  

But let me suggest that there’s one cause that far outweighs them all in importance and 

enjoyment.  There’s one that’s the best.  Yep, you guessed it.  This is church.  It’s the 

cause of Christ, the cause of the gospel!  But I don’t want you to hear that and dismiss it 

as mere church talk.  I want you to think about what that means. 



2 

 The Apostle Paul as we see in the book of Acts was a spokesman for a world-

wide movement.  His partnership in this grassroots organization called the church, his 

commitment to this cause of the gospel got him thrown into prison in Rome, from where 

he wrote this letter that we’re looking at as a church – the letter to the Philippians.  And 

as we see today, this cause still consumed him while he was in chains and awaiting 

possible death.  Its advancement brought him joy.  If every there was a man who was part 

of a cause, it was Paul. 

 But I think many today fail to see Christianity like this, like Paul saw it.  We see it 

as a philosophy, a set of beliefs, principles for living, methods for coping, a club to 

belong to.  We see it as way to have a personal relationship with God through Christ.  

And it is!  Oh it is all of these things!  But it is more.  What I want to communicate to you 

today from this passage of Scripture is simple and it’s just this: Christianity is a cause.  

It’s not just a philosophy.  It’s a movement.  It’s a little bit different to think of things that 

way, isn’t it?  Christianity is a cause. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Paul’s Situation and Assessment 
 The first 11 verses of Philippians in a sense constitute Paul’s introductory 

remarks.  He followed standard, letter-writing protocol (with a bit of Christian tweaking) 

to introduce himself, identify his recipients, send greetings, thank the deity, and pray.  

Now again he submits to the form found in numerous letter of friendship from ancient 

times.  He says, “Now I want you to know…” and then he tells the Philippians about his 

present situation.  Here is just a sampling of other letters we have from around that time: 

 

Apollinarius to Taesis, his mother and lady, many greetings.  Before all I 

pray for your health.  I myself am well and make supplication for you 

before the gods of this place. 

 

I wish you to know, mother, that I arrived in Rome in good health on the 

25
th

 of the month Pachon.
4
 

 

Or this one: 

 

Isis to Thermouthion her mother very many greetings.  I make 

supplication for you every day before the lord Serapis and his fellow gods. 

 

I wish you to know that I have arrived in Alexandria safe and sound in four 

days.
5
 

 

I thought this one was funny: 

 

Theonas to his mother and lady, Tetheus, very many greetings.  I want you 

to know that the reason I have not sent you a letter for such a long time is 

because I am in camp and not on account of illness; so do not worry 

yourself (about me), for I did not fall seriously ill.  And I blame the one 
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who told you.  Do not trouble yourself to send me anything.  I received the 

presents from Herakleides.  My brother, Dionytas, brought the present to 

me and I received your letter.
6
 

 

Moms have always been the same throughout history! 

 Paul greets the Philippians and prays for them and then he says, “I want you to 

know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel” 

(v. 12).  He’s letting them know how he’s doing.  They had heard about Paul’s arrest in 

Jerusalem, his many trials, his tumultuous sea voyage that included a shipwreck, and his 

eventual arrival in Rome under guard and so out of concern they sent a guy named 

Epaphroditus with a gift to help Paul along.  Now Paul is sending this letter and 

Epaphroditus back to them to let them know not to worry about him.  Yes, he’s in prison.  

And yes, some Christians in Rome are making it hard on him (we’ll see more about that 

in a bit), but Paul doesn’t want pity.  He wants them to know that his misfortunes have 

actually served to further the cause of the gospel. 

 Notice carefully what Paul is like.  He says, “Don’t feel sorry for me.  This has 

actually turned out to be good for the cause, brothers.  God is using even this to advance 

the gospel.”  This is what really matters for Paul.  P.T. O’Brien remarks, “For Paul the 

goal of the gospel’s advance overrides all else.”
7
  This is his great purpose in life – to see 

the good news spread, to see the gospel advance.  Christianity for him wasn’t just 

intimacy with God, a way to make it through hard times.  It wasn’t just a worldview that 

marked him off from other people.  It was a cause to which he gave his life. 

 

It Spread Through Paul 
 And Paul told the Philippians to not be upset about what was happening to him 

because this cause was moving forward.  It was gaining ground, even though Paul, one of 

its leaders, was suffering.  This was happening in two ways: (1) through Paul and his new 

opportunities to share the message, and (2) through others who were spurred on to share 

because of Paul’s situation. 

 First of all, Paul says, “It has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and 

to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ” (v. 13).  Paul was most likely chained to a 

Roman guard 24/7.  Think of that!  It wasn’t the same guard all the time.  There was 

probably a rotation.  Different guards would be with him for different shifts.  Can you 

imagine if you had someone right there with you every moment of the day.  He’d get a 

pretty good look at who you are, wouldn’t he?  All of these soldiers, part of Caesar’s 

special body guard unit, got an up close and personal look at what made Paul tick.  Paul 

no doubt had ample time and opportunities to explain to them about Jesus, what Jesus did 

in his life, what Jesus had done in Paul’s life, what Jesus was doing in people’s lives all 

over the empire, what Jesus could do in their life.  These guards started talking amongst 

themselves and marveling at what they saw in Paul what he said about God.  The servants 

and the cooks and everyone else got to hear the gospel through Paul.  All new doors of 

opportunity were opened up for him as a result of this imprisonment and it became “clear 

throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that [Paul] was in chains for 

Christ” (v. 13). 

 Hard times provide perfect opportunities for Christians to witness to the message 

of Christ.  Let’s say you were ill and admitted to the hospital.  This could be a moment 
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for panic or sulking or it could be an opportunity for the reality of the gospel in your life 

to be seen more clearly.  If you had to stay in the hospital for two months would it 

become clear throughout the whole nursing staff and to the doctors and housekeeping that 

you were a Christian, that there was a very real and living hope found in the gospel of 

Jesus Christ?  There are other examples where the message can go forward with clarity in 

seemingly crappy circumstances – stress at work, an automobile accident.  Does your life 

suck right now; seem like none of the breaks are going your way?  Perfect!  That’s a great 

situation for the power of the gospel to really shine forth.  You can complain and gripe 

and get angry at God and the world or you can see it as a great platform from which to 

advance the cause.  Again, it comes about as a result of having your eyes lifted off of 

yourself so that you can discern what’s best and also in seeing Christianity as a cause 

instead of just a personal philosophy.  If you’re stuck on yourself and see Christianity as 

just something between you and God, when devastating situations come into your life 

you will be devastated.  You won’t see the silver lining, the opportunity to further the 

cause of Christ. 

 And I want to go even further in pointing out that Paul’s chains were a result of 

his identification with Christ.  He was “in chains for Christ” (v. 13b).  His involvement in 

the cause of the gospel involved suffering.  This is how Jesus brought the good news – by 

laying down his own life on the cross – and this is how the gospel continues to be spread 

– through suffering and weakness.  The gospel didn’t just advance in spite of what was 

happening to Paul, but because of.  True Christianity is not a cause spread by the sword, 

as in the Crusades.  It does not spread by coercion and force and power.  We do not 

declare jihad.  The gospel advances through hardships and persecutions; through serving 

and sacrificing.  That’s what makes this cause different.  This is counterintuitive to a 

world obsessed with power and control. 

So I ask you, if you are a Christian, are you willing to suffer to see the gospel go 

forward?  Are you willing to endure slander and opposition and hatred for a greater 

cause?  Paul was.  And while he was in chains Paul was still part of the message of Christ 

crucified advancing.  He himself was playing a role in helping the cause. 

 

It Spread Through Others 
 The second way Paul says that what had happened to him had served to advance 

the gospel was that it encouraged others to be bold.  I’m sure it intimidated some, but 

“most of the brothers,” Paul says, “have been encouraged [in the Lord] to speak the word 

of God more courageously and fearlessly” (v. 14).  It’s a boost to a movement to see a 

leader suffering for its mission.  It inspires people to do the same.  No one would argue 

that Martin Luther King Jr.’s imprisonment in a Birmingham jail didn’t spur on the civil 

rights movement or that Nelson Mandela’s 27-year prison sentence didn’t ultimately help 

black South Africans to press on against apartheid. 

 Similarly, for Christians stories of martyrdom or persecution usually strengthen 

them in their faith and determination to boldly share the message of Christ with others, 

even if it means rejection.  It doesn’t deter us.  “Brothers and sisters are being slaughtered 

in other parts of the world for their faith and I can’t even tell my co-worker that Jesus is 

the One he’s looking for?!”  Stories of persecution remind us of what it’s all about.  That 

it’s not just about being “nice,” living a comfortable existence, praying before meals, and 

going to church on Sundays.  It’s a cause that calls for our lives.  We can’t be timid and 
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shy and sheepish.  We’ve got to get the message out.  Being mocked, even punished 

(through a lack of a promotion or something like that), is not that big of a deal.  Paul 

didn’t want the Philippians to pity him because of what had happened to him because it 

was being used for him to spread the gospel among the palace guards and to encourage 

other brothers who heard about his plight to courageously and fearlessly proclaim the 

gospel message in their circles. 

 

It Even Spread Through Paul’s Rivals 
 Now in light of Paul’s imprisonment, some people were actually motivated to 

preach the gospel by impure reasons.  But even that God was using to further the cause.  

Paul says, “It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of 

goodwill” (v. 15).  Of those who increased their proclamation of Christ while Paul was in 

prison some did it to spite Paul.  Some of course did it “in love, knowing that [Paul was] 

put [in prison] for the defense of the gospel” (v. 16), as the NIV puts it.  A more accurate 

translation would follow the NASB – “knowing that I am appointed for the defense of the 

gospel.”  These people knew that Paul had a special appointment from Jesus himself to be 

an apostle.  They respected Paul as an elder statesmen in the cause, even though he didn’t 

look that glamorous or distinguished at the moment.  They saw his sufferings as the mark 

of genuine faith and his example inspired these men and women to courageously 

proclaim Christ. 

 However, not everybody liked Paul.  Did you know that?  Not everybody was 

comfortable with a leader who was chained up and appeared weak.  Some Christians in 

Rome had been jealous of Paul and his prominence and when he got locked up they felt 

vindicated.  It’s sad, but we know this kind of stuff went on in Paul’s time, just as it does 

today.  Paul writes to the church in Corinth, “Some from Chloe’s household have 

informed me that there are quarrels among you.  What I mean is this: One of you says, ‘I 

follow Paul’; another, ‘I follow Apollos’; another, ‘I follow Cephas’; still another, ‘I 

follow Christ’” (1Cor. 1:11-12).  This is how things were in Rome too.  Not everybody 

was a big fan of Paul.  Remember, this is Paul’s first time there and there’s already a 

church established.  So the church in Rome wasn’t planted by Paul. 

 Maybe some of these factions had slightly different theological bents.  They were 

still Christians; Paul calls them “brothers.”  But they may have differed in some fine bits 

of doctrine.  Most likely they differed in methodology and didn’t find Paul to be flashy 

enough.  They resented Paul’s presence in Rome and when they preached Christ they did 

so “out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they [could] stir up trouble for 

[Paul] while [he was] in chains” (v. 17).  They were like, “He’s in prison; he’s a nobody.  

Look at us!  We’re seeing great success,” hoping to pour salt in Paul’s wounds and kick 

him while he’s down.  They were motivated to share the gospel partly as a way to 

validate themselves over against Paul.  They were trying to “stick it to him.” 

 I can see myself being this way.  After we moved into the UIC area other 

churches have also come in and still more are planning to – churches with maybe a 

slightly different bent, maybe more Pentecostal than I’m comfortable with or satellites 

from large mega-churches.  I can feel territorial and want to see my church grow and 

those others fail.  I can be spurred on to do ministry out of a sense of competition with 

others.  I can be suspicious and feel threatened until I remind myself that we’re on the 

same team.  It’s about the cause of Christ going forward and there are so many lost 
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people in the center-city of Chicago that there could be 20 new churches move in and 

there still not be enough to reach everyone with the life saving message of Jesus. 

A brother in this church lovingly called me awhile back on proudly putting other 

Christians down from the pulpit.  It was a helpful rebuke.  It’s so easy to define yourself 

over against other stripes of Christians – we’re not seeker-sensitive, we don’t preach 

topical sermons, we aren’t just white, middle-class, we aren’t fundamentalist, and so on.  

But Paul wasn’t like that.  He models for us a kind of ecumenical evangelicalism, an 

inclusive approach that says, “If they’re preaching the gospel, praise God!”  He shrugs 

off their attempts to get his goat – “What does it matter” (v. 18a)?  And then he says, 

“The important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is 

preached.  And because of this I rejoice” (v. 18b). 

Paul doesn’t care if he gets the credit for it.  He doesn’t get angry that others are 

proclaiming Christ with a tinge of animosity toward directed toward him.  All he cares 

about is that the cause is being advanced, that more and more people are hearing about 

Jesus.  “The amazing irony is,” as one person puts it, “that the efforts of this second 

group, which advance the gospel while motivated by antagonism towards Paul, actually 

further [Paul’s] interests!”
8
  Paul is not about the cause of Paul, he’s about the cause of 

Christ. 

I thank God that “the power of the gospel… does not [always] depend on the 

character of the preacher.”
9
  We all have impure motives of some sort for doing what we 

do.  Many times we share the gospel out of obligation or arrogance or competition or a 

desire for recognition.  God can use even flawed people to further his truth.  That’s 

reassuring.  But I want to grow to be more like Paul.  He was in it for the cause of Christ 

not the cause of Paul.  He didn’t care if other people were seeing more success than he 

was in evangelism.  All he cared about was that the cause of Jesus was moving forward 

and that he was being faithful to play his part.  This is what brought him joy. 

To him Christianity was a cause.  It wasn’t just a private belief system that he 

could slap onto his life.  He was part of a cause that was bigger than himself.  He wanted 

the Philippians to know that his imprisonment was turning out to aid the cause.  He was 

able to share the gospel with people in the emperor’s guard and others were emboldened 

to share the gospel with their associates – both out of altruistic motives and selfish ones.  

But it didn’t matter.  The gospel was spreading.  More and more people were hearing it 

and that made Paul happy. 

 

Conclusion 
 Do you want true joy in your life, indomitable joy, real meaning and purpose and 

significance?  Would you join the cause of the gospel?  Give your life to that cause.  

There is no greater cause than the gospel. 

 What is the gospel?  It’s the message that there is a loving and good and glorious 

God.  This God made everything that is, including you and me.  We were made to know 

him and enjoy him and live in a perfect world, but the first humans started a rebellion 

against God that every human since has participated in.  From that moment on everything 

has been out of whack – our relationship with God, our relationships with others, the very 

world we were made to live in.  Every single human problem stems from that rebellion – 

pollution, illness, injustice, everything.  But God promised to redeem things and restore 

life to the way it was supposed to be.  He took matters into his own hands and sent his 
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Son, Jesus, into this messed up world to start a new society.  He called it the kingdom of 

God – where God benevolently ruled and people joyfully submitted and found peace and 

harmony. 

 When Jesus began his ministry he said, “The time has come.  The kingdom of 

God is near.  Repent and believe the good news.”  That word – “good news” – is the 

word “gospel.”  The gospel is the message that the kingdom has come in Jesus.  He didn’t 

lead a political rebellion against the Romans, but willingly died at their hands as a 

sacrifice – taking on himself the punishment for humanity’s rebellion against God.  And 

he rose again from the dead and charged his followers with spreading the good news that 

a new world is coming and has begun where God is king.  When you believe this you 

enter into this kingdom and into the cause of furthering it. 

 And one day, after every corner of creation has had a chance to hear of Jesus, 

Jesus will come back and consummate his kingdom.  The whole creation will be restored, 

all evil will be banished, pollution will be gone, blindness will be healed, injustice done 

away with once and for all.  And we will be with our great God forever and ever. 

 Doesn’t that sound like good news?  Do you want to be a part of this cause, of 

spreading this news and seeing others come into this kingdom?  Jesus is calling you to 

come be a part of it.  Let’s meditate on that.  Do I want to be a part of a global, cosmic 

cause that will last forever?  What ways can you serve the cause with your life, especially 

your sufferings?  What ways are you running from suffering?  Let’s also spend some time 

repenting of our pride and divisions within the Christian cause and for confusing the 

cause of Christ at times with our own cause. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
May you find your greatest joy in living for the greatest cause – the advancement of the 

gospel of Jesus Christ. 
 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, December 3, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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