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Text 
Whatever happens, conduct yourselves 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 one spirit, contending 

as one man for the faith of the gospel 
28 

without being frightened in any way by those who oppose you. This 

is a sign to them that they will be destroyed, but that you will be saved-- and that by God. 
29 

For it has been 

granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him, 
30 

since you are 

going through the same struggle you saw I had, and now hear that I still have. 

 

Introduction 
 My mom and dad own a flower shop in a small town in Indiana.  When I visited 

my parents recently I borrowed their van a couple times to go to some places in town.  

Now because it’s a delivery van it has a large advertisement on both sides for The Rose 

Garden Flowers and Gifts.  Like I said, this is a pretty small town so everyone knows 

mom and dad and recognizes their company van.  Well, let’s just say people drive 

differently in Chicago than they do in a town of 800.  But I forgot about this fact and 

caught myself driving like a cabbie, rolling through stop signs, punching the gas after 

each stop, etc…  And it dawned on me, “You know I should probably be careful because 

I’m driving my mom and dad’s van; the town-folk probably think I’m them; this reflects 

badly on my parents and their business.” 

 It’s kind of similar as Christians.  As Christians what we do doesn’t just affect us.  

If you’re a Christian you wear a label on you everywhere you go.  How you act, how you 

behave leaves an impression in people’s minds about Christianity.  So we have to be 

careful because we’re representing the gospel; people are watching us; how we act could 

reflect badly on Christ and his cause. 

 What is repeatedly a chief criticism of Christians and a reason cited for not 

believing in Jesus?  It’s that Christians are hypocrites, right?  If you’re here today and 

you’re not a Christian this is probably one of your biggest objections, am I right?  You’re 

probably looking at us to see if there’s anything different about these people – “Do they 

really back up their words with their actions?”  Maybe you’ve been put off by how 

dismissive, rude, angry, petty, and self-righteous Christians have seemed before.  You’re 

looking to see if Christianity makes any difference.  And I don’t blame you. 

 Christians/church: we must hear Paul’s stern admonition that we find in today’s 

text as being directed to us today.  We must act appropriate to the name we bear.  We 
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must behave like the Jesus we claim to be associated with.  The world is watching.  The 

credibility of the gospel is on the line.  Does this mean that if we do, everyone will like 

us?  Did everyone like Jesus?  No, but it will mean that the name of Jesus will not be 

defamed by our careless conduct.  It will mean that no unnecessary obstacles are put 

before people and Jesus.  The main point of today’s passage is just this: Christians 

represent Christ. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Context 
For the last six weeks we’ve been looking at a letter written by a guy named Paul 

– a Christian leader from the first century – to a church he helped start in a town called 

Philippi.  Paul wrote this letter while he was under house arrest in Rome.  He introduced 

himself, identified his readers, greeted them, thanked God for them, and prayed for them.  

Then he told them a little bit about what was going on with him, how they shouldn’t 

worry about him because what was happening was actually helping to advance the cause 

– the cause of Jesus – therefore Paul was joyful.  Even more, last week we saw that Paul 

was perpetually joyful because he was in a win-win situation.  The way he looked at it he 

couldn’t lose.  If he got put to death, he would get to go be with Jesus which is extremely 

cool, and if he was allowed to live it meant more fruitful labor for him, helping others 

find their joy in Jesus.  Either one was great.  Paul concluded by giving his hunch that he 

would go on living and be released to visit Philippi again. 

 

Enough About Me… 
But in today’s text he says that even if that doesn’t happen – even if he doesn’t 

get to visit Philippi ever again– he wants to make sure that the Philippians “conduct 

[themselves] in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ” (v. 27a).  Now he finally 

switches over from discussing what’s going on with him to talking about things on their 

end.  And he, as Karl Barth puts it, raises a warning finger at them.  “Now listen to me 

and listen carefully: whatever happens to me only make sure you behave yourselves.  Act 

like Christians.”  Even though Paul is absent he is extremely concerned for the 

Philippians.  But as we saw earlier – Christianity is a cause.  Paul is concerned for the 

cause of the gospel in Philippi too.  And so as one guy named Gordon Fee puts it, “Paul’s 

ultimate concern for them is directly related to his concern for the gospel in Philippi.”
1
  

And so he says, “conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ” (v. 27a).  

Don’t misrepresent Jesus. 

Now you can’t tell this in most English translations, but that imperative verb 

translated here as “conduct yourselves” has a nuanced meaning.  It’s the word that we get 

our English word “politics” from.  It has civic connotations.  So together with the adverb 

“worthily,” the phrase means “to act like a good citizen;” “to bear the name of your city-

state well;” “to represent your homeland well.”  Paul’s doing something intentional and 

intriguing here.  He’s playing off of the high level of patriotism present in Philippi and 

redirecting it toward the kingdom of God.  “Be an exemplary citizen of the kingdom of 

God,” he’s saying. 

You see in 42 B.C. there was a battle right outside the city of Philippi between 

Cassius and Brutus (Julius Caesar’s assassins) and Mark Antony and Octavian.  Mark 
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Antony and Octavian won.  Octavian became emperor Augustus and designated Phillipi 

as a Roman military colony and conferred full-fledged Roman citizenship on every 

member of the city, a matter in which they took great pride.  Even more, Philippi became 

a place for Roman military veterans to retire.  So as you can imagine, it was a city very 

loyal to Rome and very proud of its Roman status.  Being upstanding citizens, 

representing the Roman empire well, is something that would have made sense to the 

Philippians. 

But Paul says, “Be citizens worthy of the gospel of Christ.”  He’s going to say a 

little later in this letter in 3:20 that the Philippians, by right of their faith in Christ, are 

citizens of heaven (same word).  So maybe a better analogy than driving a company 

vehicle that illustrates what Paul’s getting at would be representing your country in the 

Olympics or keeping in mind that when you travel overseas you are an unofficial 

ambassador for America.  I have a friend who lived in Germany for awhile and he said 

it’s no surprise why Europe hates America – Americans are loud and pompous and 

expect everyone else to speak our language.  The way he saw American tourists acting in 

restaurants and shops over there did not speak well for America or help its international 

image or aid in furthering its cause.  Similarly, the actions of American soldiers at Abu 

Ghraib did not reflect well on the American people or the perception of the U.S. 

government in the eyes of those in the Middle East. 

Paul is using this image but reminding the Philippian Christians that the stakes are 

even higher for them.  Christ is our king.  He rightfully deserves all honor and respect.  

We belong to his eternal kingdom.  We must act in line with this citizenship.  This is a 

tall task.  If you’re a Christian, do you think this way?  Do you realize that your actions, 

even the seemingly insignificant ones, are actually of the utmost importance because you 

are representing Jesus?  People are watching you to see what God is like.  The way you 

use your time at work, the way you treat the person at work that nobody likes, the way 

you react when misfortunes come your way, the way you interact with your family, the 

way you carry yourself at the company party, the way you prepare for tests, everything 

you do is under the microscope.  It either brings credibility to the cause of Christ or ill 

repute.  We have to ask ourselves this question everyday with every decision we make as 

Christians – “Does this accurately represent Christ?  Will I tarnish his image?  Will this 

adorn the doctrine of God my Savior (cf. Tit. 2:10)?” 

 

Worthy Christian Conduct 

Whatever happens to himself, whatever happens to the Philippian Christians, Paul 

wants them to conduct themselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, in order 

that whether he is released and can come and see them or whether he has to continue to 

hear about them through reports he will hear good things.  What is it more specifically 

that he wants to hear?  What is it that primarily constitutes in Paul’s mind a life 

consonant with citizenship in Christ’s kingdom?  He says toward the end of v. 27 that it’s 

“that [they] stand firm in one spirit.”  To him the major issue is that they stay firmly 

united before a world that is rife with strife, a world marked by selfishness and fractured 

relationships and betrayal… that the church stands together.  The primary way for 

Christians to conduct themselves in a manner befitting the gospel is for them to be 

strongly connected in one spirit.  For Paul, the Philippians would have blown it 

completely if they were not unified.  If they did not display a supernatural unity of spirit, 
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but looked just like any other human organization with all of its infighting and 

backbiting, it would completely contradict the message of the gospel; it would undermine 

the cause and dishonor Christ.  This is so important. 

It’s easy to take the first part of v. 27 and construct a personal ethic from it, right?  

Christians must have integrity in the work place and not cheat on their spouses and drink 

responsibly and so on.  And that’s all true, but Paul says that if we ignore the way we 

operate as a community we’ve missed it.  Christianity is communal.  Those who don’t yet 

believe in Jesus don’t just want to see individual saints, they want to see a holy people – a 

people living in relationships with harmony.  Again, it’s somewhat easy to be a decent, 

moral, upstanding individual, but to get along with other people, to sacrifice individual 

needs and wants for a group, to be in community and actually get along, now that takes a 

miracle.  This is what the world is starving for – authentic, healthy relationships; 

belonging.  If the church is characterized by grudges and gossip and greed why would 

anyone want to join that?  Why would anyone believe us when we tell them the good 

news of Jesus?  Does the gospel really work?!?  Do you see how important church unity 

is? 

 

Working Side-By-Side 

Now, let’s go even deeper into the text.  Here is how we generally think of unity.  

Hobin & Helen could you stand up?  Now hug each other.  Ah, isn’t that cute.  Now, I 

ask, is this a picture of church unity?  People focused on each other and loving each other 

in a closed embrace?  No!  That’s marriage!  That’s not church!  Now Hobin, could you 

hug Andy?  Do you see a difference?  Here’s my point: church unity is not best pictured 

by frontal hugs, but side-to-side ones.  Shoulder-to-shoulder, in step with each other, 

leaning on each other, but going somewhere/facing outward.  That’s the kind of unity the 

church should have. 

Where do I get this?  Look at the modal participle that Paul uses to describe how 

the Philippians are to “stand firm in one spirit.”  “Stand firm in one spirit, contending as 

one man for the faith of the gospel” (v. 27c).  This is big: church unity is achieved not by 

turning inward on ourselves and focusing on loving each other.  It’s not some 

sentimental, lovey-dovey thing.  It’s brothers and sisters joined together in mission, side-

by-side in advancing the cause.  The word means “to struggle along with someone.”  The 

ESV translates it this way – “with one mind striving side by side for the faith of the 

gospel.”  It’s an athletic metaphor of team-work, collaborating together to achieve the 

goal.  The phrase “as one man” is more literally “with one mind.”  Paul wants them all to 

be on the same page, to be operating out of the same play book to do what?  To advance 

“the faith of the gospel.” 

Do you want to see a church that has unity, look at a church that is outward 

focused, missional – a church that has a clear vision and everyone is rallied around that 

vision, rolling their sleeves up and going to work to get it done.  People bond when 

they’re given a common task and have to work together to achieve it.  This is the kind of 

bonding that Paul wants to see.  The kind of bonding that happens when you have a 

project and you work together to accomplish it.  That’s Christian unity.  I can’t repeat 

myself enough – we need to recapture this aggressive view of Christianity, to see it as a 

cause, to understand ourselves in light of our mission.  E. Stanley Jones once put it this 

way, “The early Christians did not say in dismay: ‘Look what the world has come to,’ but 
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in delight, ‘Look what has come to the world.’”
2
  They didn’t huddle together for 

warmth, but banded together for mission – to share the amazing message of Jesus with 

the world.  When a church loses this missional mindset it’s only a matter of time until it 

devolves into nit-picking and arguing and bitterness and cliquishness – all the things Paul 

says absolutely cannot happen for the sake of the gospel of Christ.  Churches must stand 

firm in one spirit by striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel.  Does 

everyone see that? 

When not-yet-Christians see us who claim to know Christ serving and loving 

them together with unity of mind and not just fighting amongst ourselves about what kind 

of music to use in worship or something silly like that, then they will sit up and take 

notice.  Maybe there is something to this Jesus guy after all.  Maybe I should listen to 

their message.  Maybe there is power there to remake people. 

And let me let you in on a little secret.  I don’t have time to fully unpack, but 

maybe I can at least get you started thinking this way.  Evangelism is a communal task.  I 

fear that many of you hear these calls in the Scripture to be part of the cause and to share 

the message of Christ with people, to be missional, and you immediately interpret it in an 

individualistic way and so you think, “I’ve got to share about Jesus with people and 

single-handedly lead them to the Lord.”  That we come together on Sunday to hear that 

we need to share the gospel and then are sent out each to their individual lives to 

individually share the gospel.  Again, I wish I could go into this more, but just notice that 

the Philippians are admonished to with one mind strive together for the faith of the 

gospel.” 

Jesus said to his disciples that they would become fishers of men.  And we hear 

that and immediately think of a rod and reel and a lure – one hook on the end of one line 

held by one person.  But fishing in Jesus’ day was a group project.  They used nets.  It 

took several people to cast the net and haul it in.  Much of a fisherman’s time was spent 

with his friends washing and mending their nets to ensure that they were strong enough to 

catch whatever would swim into them.  I think the analogy is helpful today.  The web of 

relationships we have with people form our nets.  We work together, as a team, 

strengthening the nets of our relationships with people.  It’s not every man for himself 

trying to catch as many fish as he can.  It’s a community striving together to get to know 

and love and include and minister to people who don’t yet know Jesus.  Does it help to 

think of it this way?  It’s easier to say, “Hey, me and a couple of guys get together every 

Monday night to watch football would you like to join us?”  Or, “A group of people come 

over to my place every Thursday to share a meal and study the Bible together, would you 

like to come some time?”  Or, “You know Bessie down the street, right?  Well, me and 

her are taking the kids to the park to play, would you and your kids like to come along?”  

“My roommates and I are _______.”  Let people into your life, let them see Christian 

unity in action. 

Working side-by-side for the faith of the gospel – that’s the kind of unity Paul 

implores the Philippians to demonstrate. 

 

Remaining Uninimidated 
 There’s a second participle explaining how Paul wants them to stand firm in one 

spirit.  It’s found in v. 28.  “Stand firm in one spirit… without being frightened in any 

way by those who oppose you.”  Paul just said, “You guys can’t waste all your time 
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fighting each other, get together for the mission, the mission of the gospel.”  But then he 

acknowledges that the mission’s going to be hard and says, “You guys can’t back down 

in fear or cower under intimidation.”  The world will not be impressed with spineless 

wimps.  That doesn’t help the cause of the gospel.  And so much of Christians’ hypocrisy 

and un-Christian-like conduct stems from a fear of persecution in some form.  We want 

to just blend in, we don’t want to stick out too much.  And once we start thinking this 

way it’s not long before we’re completely acting like the world, and then what is 

distinctive about us?  What are we calling people to?  Are we showing forth the power of 

the God to transform people?  No, and that’s why Paul wants to warn the Philippians to 

stand firm together by not being frightened by those who oppose them. 

 The proclamation of the gospel will draw opposition.  It just will.  The Bible 

promises that “everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” 

(2Tim. 3:12).  That’s a promise.  Who were these people that were giving the Philippians 

a hard time?  Most likely it was Roman patriots, those fine citizens of Rome that opposed 

allegiance to any lord other than Caesar.  They (rightly) saw Christianity as a subversive 

movement.  The call to pledge allegiance to Christ above all else was seen as treachery.  

And so they opposed the church.  Paul says in v. 30 that they are going through the same 

struggle they saw he had and which he has now.  In Acts 16 when Paul is in Philippi who 

is it that’s giving him a hard time?  It’s the Roman authorities, at the request of locals 

who complained that Paul and Silas and Timothy and Luke were “advocating customs 

unlawful for us Romans to accept or practice” (Acts 16:21).  And Paul is currently held in 

custody by Roman guards.  Most likely the Philippian Christians are facing Roman 

opposition.  Paul tells them to act like good citizens of Christ’s kingdom by not caving 

under persecution from Caesar’s kingdom. 

Have you ever wondered why it is that most Christians today in the United States 

are never accused of being unpatriotic?  The faith of the gospel in the first century was 

perceived as a rival empire.  Something to think about.  But here’s the thing: allegiance to 

Christ will offend others.  Proclaiming Christ as Lord means confronting other lords, 

false gods.  Saying that Christ is supreme will mean that others need to give up their 

long-held and cherished idols.  Not everybody will like that.  But Paul is making it clear 

to the believers in Philippi that they must not, must not fear their threats or their 

disapproval.  They cannot give in, for again it will mean losing everything that is good 

about the good news. 

In fact, Paul tells them, the very fact that these people oppose the gospel is an 

omen of their future destruction.  That’s what the word “sign” means here.  It doesn’t 

look good for those who vehemently oppose the liberating message of Jesus.  Of course, 

Paul of all people knew that the grace of God can turn anyone around at any point, but 

it’s generally not a good sign if you are an enemy of Christianity.  Those who remain 

enemies of Christianity will be destroyed by King Jesus when he comes again.  That’s 

what the Bible teaches.  Opposition to the faith will not last forever.  We can withstand 

opposition if we know it will soon end, right? 

 But there’s more.  The fact that the Philippians are being opposed is an omen of 

their future salvation.  “This is a sign to them that they will be destroyed, but that you 

will be saved” (v. 28b).  It looks good for those who suffer persecution because of 

sharing the liberating message of Jesus.  Of course, you don’t try to make enemies, but 

it’s generally a good sign that you’re identifying closely with Jesus if some people don’t 
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like you.  Those who stand firm under pressure will be saved and live forever with King 

Jesus when he comes to establish his kingdom.  We can withstand opposition if we know 

we will be saved in the end, right? 

 And then Paul assures the Philippians that these things are from God – “and that 

by God” (v. 28c).  What is from God?  Salvation?  Yes.  But also their suffering.  And 

then Paul concludes this section with a perplexing assertion – “For it has been granted to 

you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him” (v. 29).  

Their salvation is from God – he began a good work in them that he is carrying on to 

completion (cf. 1:6).  God gives faith!  What a gift!  Praise God!  But he, that is God, also 

has given them the privilege of suffering on behalf of Christ.  Both salvation and 

suffering come from God.  I was trying to think of some clever way to describe this or 

explain it, and I’m sure there is, but I couldn’t think of it.  I don’t completely understand 

this, but I know it’s crystal clear from Scripture that suffering is a necessary part of 

Christianity.  It’s God’s gift to us to make it hard. 

“In bringing many sons to glory, it was fitting that God, for whom and through 

whom everything exists, should make the author of their salvation perfect through 

suffering” (Heb. 2:10).  If that was Christ’s lot it will be ours.  If Christ inaugurated the 

kingdom through the cross, we will advance the kingdom only by carrying our own.  It’s 

powerful to the world to see the church suffering to bring its message.  For this reason we 

cannot buckle under the pressure, we cannot be intimidated, we must stand firm in one 

spirit by not being frightened in any way by those who oppose us.  We must show the 

world that the cause of Christ is worth dying for. 

 

Conclusion 
 So here’s the crux of the matter – Christians represent Christ.  It’s so crucial 

that we act like good citizens of Christ’s kingdom; that we conduct ourselves in a manner 

worthy of the gospel of Christ.  That is, more specifically, that we stand firm in one spirit.  

This is what the world must see when they look at us.  How do we do this?  By (1) 

working together with one mind for the faith of the gospel; and by (2) not being 

frightened in any way by the ones who oppose us.  When we’re standing firm under 

opposition and standing together for a common cause the world will see Jesus. 

I want to close with some reflection questions; ask these of yourself as I list them:  

Is your citizenship first and foremost in Christ’s kingdom?  If so, are you representing 

Christ well?  Do you take seriously your unity with those in the church?  Are you striving 

with one mind with others for the spread of the faith?  Are you timid and shy and fearful 

of being rejected?  Do you try at all costs to avoid persecution or do you see it as part of 

the package?  It’s SO important that the church stands firm in unity by working together 

to bring the gospel to the world and by not being intimidated by opposition.  It’s SO 

important because we are representing Jesus.  The way Christians act reflects on the 

gospel. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
Let’s keep pondering those reflection questions as we prepare to come to the 

Lord’s Table.  We eat this ceremonial meal together every week because we know that 

when it comes down to it we all fail in so many ways.  None of us is perfect.  Nobody 

perfectly represents Christ or always conducts herself in a manner befitting the gospel of 
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Christ.  We need grace and that is precisely what is so amazing about the Christian 

message – the gospel.  God sent his Son to bear the punishment for our mistakes in our 

place on the cross so we wouldn’t have to.  He bled and died so that we could be 

forgiven.  No one can be perfect and so we need one who was perfect for us and bore our 

imperfections. 

If you’re not a Christian hopefully you will see something in us, something in the 

way we interact, something in the solidarity we have in our cause that catches your 

attention.  But at the end of the day it’s the message that we’re all fallen, messed up, 

broken people who need grace that I hope is appealing to you.  That is the truth we 

celebrate together as we eat this bread and drink this wine which symbolize Christ’s body 

broken and blood spilled on our behalf. 

Anyone here that looks to Jesus for their acceptance is welcome to participate in 

this.  If you’re still processing all of this or investigating, please don’t feel awkward or 

pressured to participate.  As the Worship Team comes forward to lead us in some more 

singing, feel free to come forward and get the elements.  This time I ask that we all wait 

until I come back up to eat together as a symbol of our unity in Christ. 

 

Benediction 
May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and by his grace 

gave us eternal encouragement and good hope, encourage your hearts and strengthen you 

in every good deed and word. – 2Thess. 2:16-17 
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