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Text 
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. 

 

Introduction 
 Welcome to Immanuel!  Christianity is more than Sundays, but you know why I 

like Sundays?  It’s a chance to get together every week to be reminded of what’s really 

real… because we so easily forget.  We get together to hear again and again the story that 

defines us as humans, the only story that makes sense out of the world we find ourselves 

in, the story that most people in the world have forgotten or dismissed.  It’s the story of a 

loving God that made this universe and us, a God against whom we foolishly rebelled and 

to whom we refused to submit, and yet a God who graciously came up with a plan to win 

us back and save us from the disaster that is life apart from him and at odds with him.  

The plan culminated in God himself stepping into this world in the person of Jesus in 

order to die in the place of rebels so that they wouldn’t have to pay the price for their 

mutiny – eternal separation from God. 

It’s a great story and at the same time this story is reality.  It’s so cool!  Yet we 

are so prone to live and think and act out of touch with reality.  Our culture has fallen 

prey to so many lies – fictional stories that attribute our problems to something other than 

a fractured relationship with God and offer solutions other than the saving work of Jesus 

on the cross.  And if we’re not careful we can begin to buy into them, as if a classless 

society will really usher in utopia, or modern science will help us achieve immortality, or 

that mere spirituality and morality will gain us an afterlife, or simply that things like 

family and friends and fame and fortune will be what makes us happy.  We’ve got to 

work hard to remember what’s really real; this is what we talked about last week when 

we covered – “Work out your salvation with fear and trembling” (v. 12). 

As we move into the next few verses of Philippians, let me start off by re-telling 

for you a chapter in this grand story of redemption.  It comes from the OT.  You see, after 

the world went awry God had picked a certain man to work with in order to re-establish a 

right relationship with humans; his name was Abraham.  God gave Abraham a son – 
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Isaac – and continued working with him.  God gave Isaac a son – Jacob – and continued 

to relate to and reveal himself to him.  Now Jacob had twelve sons and from them an 

actual ethnic group developed – the Hebrews – and God kept working among these 

people to be their God and to bless them, to re-establish a right relationship with them 

where they submitted to him and he protected and provided for them. 

After about 400 years, however, the Hebrews had become an oppressed people 

and ended up as slaves in Egypt.  And God, being gracious and compassionate, heard 

their cries for help and came to the rescue.  He raised up a leader from them.  His name 

was Moses.  And through a bunch of amazing miracles God delivered Moses and the 

Hebrews from Egypt – hundreds of thousands of them at once – and in their escape he led 

them all right up against the Red Sea.  What?!  And by this time Pharaoh and the 

Egyptians had decided to pursue Moses and the Hebrews and not let them get away.  The 

Hebrews were trapped – water on one side, Egyptians on the other.  But God wanted to 

do something spectacular – he opened up a pathway through the sea and the Hebrews 

were able to make it through on dry ground, but as soon as they went through with the 

Egyptians hot on their tails the water closed back up on the Egyptians.  The Hebrews 

were free and bound for the land of Canaan, which God had promised to Abraham, where 

they could live together with God. 

But three days later… THREE DAYS after seeing God push back the Red Sea 

and letting them escape through it, we read that “the people grumbled against Moses, 

saying, “What are we do drink?” (Ex. 15:24).  Then God provided them with water.  

Then a few days later they began to complain about food.  We read, “The whole 

community grumbled against Moses and Aaron [his brother]… ‘If only we had died by 

the Lord’s hand in Egypt!  There we sat around pots of meat and ate all the food we 

wanted, but you have brought us out into this desert to starve this entire assembly to 

death” (Ex. 16:2-3).  But what did God do?  He heard their grumblings and brought them 

quail to eat every evening and caused a bread-like substance called manna to settle on the 

ground every morning for them to eat.  But in the very next chapter we see them 

grumbling again against Moses.  It becomes a theme in the story; the people are griping 

and complaining and bellyaching.  By Numbers chapter 11 they’re sick of the manna and 

clamoring for more menu selections.  They were a perpetually disgruntled people. 

And finally in Numbers 14 when God is about ready to bring them into the 

Promised Land the people are still grumbling.  They sent scouts in to survey the land and 

most of them came back with a pessimistic picture about how the land was full of giants 

and there was no way they could move in there; they’d be defeated.  This is what we read 

in the Bible: “All the Israelites grumbled against Moses and Aaron, and the whole 

assembly said to them, ‘If only we had died in Egypt!  Or in this desert!  Why is the Lord 

bringing us to this land only to let us fall by the sword?  Our wives and children will be 

taken as plunder.  Wouldn’t it be better for us to go back to Egypt?’  And they said to 

each other, ‘We should choose a leader and go back to Egypt’” (Nu. 14:2-4). 

So here are a bunch of people who are supposed to be God’s people, people 

whom God has patiently worked with, whom God has rescued, and yet who are 

constantly grumbling against Moses and in actuality against God himself (cf. Ex. 16:8).  

By this point God has had enough and, while he doesn’t give up on his plan and his 

people, he vows that the Hebrews will wander through the desert for forty years before 

going in to Canaan so that everyone from this grumbling generation dies off.  They don’t 
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get into the Promised Land.  In fact, in Deut. 32:5 we see that this generation of people 

are described as no longer being God’s “children” (te,knon, LXX), being “blemished” 

(mwmhto,j, LXX), and being a “crooked” (skolio,j, LXX) and “depraved” (diastre,fw, 

LXX) “generation” (genea,, LXX). 

All those words – grumble (goggusmo,j), children, blemished, crooked, depraved, 

generation – they all occur here in this section of Paul’s letter to the Philippians that 

we’re looking at.  Paul is drawing a parallel between the nation of Israel in the OT and 

the church in the NT.  And he warns the Philippian church not to grumble so that they 

can be God’s children, unblemished as they fulfill their mission of offering something 

different to a crooked and depraved generation.  And we’ll see how Paul himself models 

such an attitude of humble submission to God – for that’s ultimately what’s lacking in 

someone who grumbles all the time.  In short, the message of today’s passage is just this: 

God’s children don’t gripe, they glow. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Grumbling 
 Let’s walk through Paul’s logic together.  Last week we saw that in vv. 12 and 13 

Paul was admonishing the Philippians that the Christian life takes work.  There’s a sea 

and a desert to go through before you get to the Promised Land.  God redeems us from 

slavery and gives us water and food and leads us by a pillar of cloud in the day and fire at 

night, but between redemption and rest there is a desert; there is work.  Now in v. 14 Paul 

commands the Philippians to “do everything without complaining [it’s the word for 

grumbling used in the Greek translation of the OT talking about the Hebrews and Moses] 

or arguing.”  The only other place Paul uses any form of this word is in 1Cor. 10:10 to 

refer specifically to the grumblings of the Hebrews in the desert and then he remarks, 

“These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, 

on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come” (1Cor. 10:11).  It’s pretty clear he has this 

example in mind as he addresses the church in Philippi. 

 “Do everything without grumbling…”  “Everything” here refers to everything 

that’s involved in obedience to God, working out your salvation – going to church, 

reading the Bible, praying, sacrificing your selfishness by serving others – all these things 

that are involved in submitting to God as we carry out the Christian life.  But more 

specifically “everything” here in this context probably includes everything Paul is telling 

them to do – conducting themselves in a manner worthy of the gospel (1:27), being like-

minded (2:2), looking out for the interests of others (2:4).  Just like God appointed Moses 

as his servamt so God’s authority is mediated to us today in many different forms.  Part 

of our Christian duty is submitting to God by submitting to the authority structures he 

gives us – parents, employers, government, and in the church God gives leaders. 

The church in Philippi, we know, had “overseers and deacons” (1:1).  Overseers 

(elders/pastors) are charged with shepherding the flock, leading them through deserts to 

greener pastures.  I remember hearing about a book for pastors that was titled, They Smell 

Like Sheep.
1
  [I’m not laughing…]  A large amount of grumbling that happens in 

churches is directed toward the pastors.  Perhaps all the talk in Philippians about getting 

along and being unified had something to do with some tension directed at Paul or at the 

leadership of the church, just like the Hebrews grumbled at Moses and Aaron.  In v. 29, 



4 

which Stan is going to preach on next week, we’re going to see Paul telling the 

Philippians to “honor men like [Epaphroditus]” – a guy with some sort of leadership role 

among the church.  The NT is clear, “Obey your leaders and submit to their authority.  

They keep watch over you as men who must give an account.  Obey them so that their 

work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you” (Heb. 13:17). 

But this is not just talking about grumbling against church leaders.  There are all 

kinds of different authority structures God has set up.  But have you ever noticed that we 

have a real problem with authority?  It may seem like rebelling against “the Man” or 

protesting cultural mores simply to avoid having anyone tell you what to do is something 

that started in the 60s with the hippie cultural revolution and has spun out of control 

among the postmodern generation of today.  But in reality it’s an age-old phenomenon.  

Ever since the Fall, when humanity first rebelled against God and spurned his authority, 

we have had this in us.  2 Peter 2:10 talks of “…those who follow the corrupt desire of 

the sinful nature and despise authority.”  This is what our sinful nature does within us.  It 

makes us bristle under any sort of exterior constraints.  How about you?  Do you despise 

authority – any person or institution that attempts to have say over you?  This, the Bible 

says, is sinful.  It’s a part of us that we have to fight against if we’re Christians.  And this 

usually takes the form of fighting against grumbling. 

Think with me on this.  What authority structures has God set-up in your life?  

Think about that.  Have you reacted with grumbling to them, inwardly or outwardly?  We 

have to realize that God gives us authorities to teach us humility and submission; 

humility and submission ultimately to him.  What is the Christian life and finally heaven 

if not glad submission to the benevolent rule and reign of God?  And what is hell?  The 

Bible describes it as a place where there’s gnashing of teeth (cf. Lk. 13:28), and gnashing 

teeth represents anger and resentment (cf. Acts 7:54).  Sin is, at its core, a 

rejecting/bristling under God’s authority.  And hell is the place where people go who live 

like that. 

But let’s take it another step.  Sometimes we struggle to accept God’s authority to 

sovereignly run our lives.  When you grumble about anything what you’re really doing is 

being un-submissive to God.  God determined that you be born with thin hair, pale 

complexion, and high cheek bones.  You complain all the time and wish that you had 

thick hair, bronze complexion, and lower cheek bones.  God gave you a job, but it’s hard, 

the pay’s not good enough, the management is inept… and so you grumble.  God puts 

people into your life that are somewhat annoying or different or draining, and you gripe 

about them to other people.  God, in his infinite and loving wisdom, determines that we 

undergo suffering.  Do we grit our teeth and shake our fist at God, sulk in bitterness when 

it happens?  How do you generally react to life?  How many of you grumbled this week 

about the weather?  About being sick?  About… whatever?  Those are all in a way 

grumbling at God and his authority to be God.  You’re discontent because you’re 

unwilling to submit to God.  Are you a griper, always bellyaching about stuff?  Paul 

admonishes us to “do everything without complaining or arguing” (v. 14). 

 

For the Sake of the Mission 
 What’s the purpose for Paul’s warning to the church to give up grumbling?  “So 

that you may become blameless and pure” (v. 15a).  Submitting more and more to God, 

having a humble, contented, non-contentious soul is a major part of our growth as 
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Christians.  We strive to put away grumbling so that we may become more and more 

blameless and pure.  That is, acting like “children of God [kids that don’t talk back] 

without fault in a crooked and depraved generation” (v. 15b).  Do you believe that the 

world is messed up?  Do you really?  Do you look at our culture – politics, entertainment, 

art, scholarship, economics – and see crookedness and depravity?  A lot of people don’t.  

They refuse to accept such a pessimistic view of human nature and instead see great 

human potential.  They see people as generally good and any ills can be corrected by 

more government, more education, more money, or more positive reinforcement. 

 And there are evidences of God’s grace everywhere in the world – faint, lingering 

glimmers of goodness and beauty – but we simply must acknowledge that every person is 

deeply tainted by this grotesque disease called pride.  We all in our natural state bulk at 

God and brashly grasp at autonomy.  We’re each one self-seeking, self-centered, self-

absorbed.  And when you put such people together in society it compounds the problems.  

All sorts of evils result.  And the most heinous evils are not generally the ones you most 

readily notice (like people getting murdered or kidnapped).  It’s the subtle evils that 

permeate our culture that make it so deeply perverted – greed, oppression, sensuality, 

hatred.  Paul challenges the church to be pure and undefiled by such a world. 

 But if some people run the risk of downplaying the depravity of the world and 

refusing to accept that there is such a thing as sin or that sin is that bad, others run the 

equally (or maybe even more) dangerous risk of hearing these calls for blamelessness and 

purity and becoming prideful separatists.  The world is just a big, bad, dark place and we 

as Christians have got to get as far away from it as possible so as not to be tainted by it.  

This too is sinful, selfish self-preservation and is repudiated by Paul. 

 Look again at what he’s saying:  Do everything without grumbling… so that you 

might become faultless and pure, that is more specifically children of God without 

blemish in the middle of a crooked and depraved generation…  Did you catch that?  In 

the middle of!  That’s literally what it says – in the midst of a lost world.  This is no call 

for separation and seclusion and withdrawing out of the world.  This is a call to be right 

in the thick of the depravity and darkness, “in which you shine like stars in the universe 

as you hold out the word of life” (vv. 15c-16a).  The church is to be God’s people, gladly 

submitting to God’s rule in the middle of a world filled with rage and resentment and all 

the maladies that flow from this – light in the darkness. 

Not just light as it contrasts with darkness, but light infiltrating and permeating 

the darkness.  The church is a missional community, not a monastic one.  We’re to be in 

the world but not of it.  Jesus said in Matthew 5:14-16 – “You are the light of the world.  

A city on a hill cannot be hidden.  Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl.  

Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house.  In the same 

way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your 

Father in heaven.”  Again, according to the OT this is what the Hebrew people were 

ultimately supposed to be – “I will… make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may 

bring my salvation to the ends of the earth” (Is. 49:6).  Shining like a star has very 

aggressive connotations, not reclusive.  Paul says the church must give up grumbling so 

that it can be distinct amidst a grumbling world and hold out
2
 the word of life to people 

trapped in death. 

 In other words, our witness is at stake.  We live in a world full of people trapped 

in grumbling and gloomy rebellion against God and the church has a mission to show 
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them the kingdom of God and invite them into it.  Remember, this is what Paul is all 

about – the mission, the cause of the gospel.  He doesn’t care that he’s in prison now, 

because it’s serving to “advance the gospel” (1:12).  Participating in the greater purpose 

of God to spread the good news that in Jesus there is salvation is what consumes Paul.  

He pleads with the Philippian church to not hinder the advance of the gospel by being 

enveloped in the dark cloud of belligerent bellyaching and bickering, but rather to shine 

like stars so that others may see the light of the gospel. 

 This stuff is real.  Listen to your coworkers.  They’re always complaining about 

something.  What does it show them if you join right in with them?  I heard recently 

about a big Korean church in Chicagoland that is undergoing strife and dissension and 

disunity and is splitting.  It’s a sad state of affairs; one that brings home all the stuff 

we’ve been talking about recently in Philippians.  But it’s not just a church split.  Because 

there’s money and property and stuff like that involved, the two different factions in this 

church have both purchased advertising slots on a Korean television channel to garner 

support for their side.  What does that do for the sake of the gospel among the Korean 

population?  How we behave as believers and as a church is of the utmost importance.  

We are to be God’s children in the midst of a dark world, shining the light of the gospel.  

That’s serious business.  God’s children shouldn’t gripe, they should glow. 

 

For the Sake of Paul 

 And then Paul adds another incentive.  He says he wants all of this to happen – 

the working out of their salvation, the giving up grumbling so that they can stand out in a 

dark world – all of this, “in order that I may boast on the day of Christ” (v. 16b).  That 

sound a little odd, doesn’t it?  Paul wants to have something to boast in on judgment day, 

that he steered the Philippian church away from grumbling to glowing.  But then he 

explains a little more – “[so] that I did not run or labor for nothing” (v. 16c). 

 Paul quite naturally doesn’t want all his efforts directed at helping the Philippians 

grow in their faith to be for naught.  He doesn’t want to run in vain.  Who wants to put all 

that work into a marathon and then at the end find out you were disqualified.  He doesn’t 

want to labor in vain.  The picture there is a weaver who works all day to make garments 

for someone and then at the end of the day hands them in for money, but the buyer 

notices some miniscule flaw in the garment and denies it and refuses to pay for it.  All 

that work would in vain.  Paul challenges them to make his investment in them 

worthwhile. 

 

A Drink Offering 
 “But,” Paul adds, “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” (v. 

17).  Do you see what he says here?  It’s profound.  He’s exemplifying perfectly the kind 

of Christ-likeness to which he has been calling the Philippians.  “Sure, I’d love it if all 

my energy and efforts directed toward your progress and joy in the faith were fruitful and 

at the end of the age I could look and see how it paid off, but even if that does not 

happen, even if all the work turns out to be wasted and you guys don’t get it, I won’t 

grumble or complain but will count it joy to be spent for your faith.”  The picture is of a 

sacrifice or an offering, namely their faith, and Paul is the libation, the drink offering 

that’s poured out over the sacrifice on the altar to complete it.  Paul is willing to give all 
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he has and hold nothing back for the sake of their faith.  It’s like what he says in 2 

Corinthians 12:15 – “I will most gladly spend and be spent for your souls” (ESV).  This 

is what Paul says near the end of his life – “For I am already being poured out like a drink 

offering, and the time has come for my departure” (2Tim. 4:6). 

This is ministry; this is the Christian life.  No matter what happens, refusing to 

complain or get bitter, but joyfully accepting it and allowing yourself to be poured out 

and “wasted” for the sake of others.  We need more people like this: desiring God to use 

them to do big things, but even if he doesn’t still joyfully content to be poured out for 

others.  What does Jesus say to his disciples after a “successful” missionary expedition?  

“Do not rejoice that the spirits submit to you, but rejoice that your names are written in 

heaven” (Lk. 10:20).  This is how you really become a superstar, by laying your life 

down for others even if it doesn’t result in amazing things. 

Back to the story of Moses and the Hebrews…  God called Moses to lead this 

stiff-necked people who was constantly grumbling against him and against God.  Moses 

patiently sticks with them and intercedes on their behalf before God.  But then in 

Numbers 20:1-12 they get to Meribah and the Hebrews are grumbling and complaining 

again about not having enough water to drink.  God has brought water out of a rock 

before by having Moses strike it with his staff.  This time God tells Moses to speak to a 

rock and water would come forth.  But Moses is fed up and frustrated and does anybody 

know what he does?  He takes his staff and starts beating the rock and going off on the 

people – “You grumbling, ungrateful, rebellious, pathetic people… when are you going 

to quit your bellyaching??!”  It’s understandable, right?  He cracked.  But what does God 

say?  “That’s it!  You can’t come into the Promised Land either.”  Moses gave into 

grumbling himself.  He began grumbling about the people he was supposed to serve.  We 

may think he was justified because he had put up with enough, but grumbling is never 

justified. 

We see in today’s text that Paul does not grumble.  He resigns himself to being 

poured out like a drink offering for the Philippians.  He did it gladly.  This reality should 

have gladdened and inspired the Philippians.  Here’s a man that’s patient and willing to 

lay his life down for them. 

 

Conclusion 
 So you can be like the Hebrews and some of the Philippians or you can be like 

Paul.  Which one are you going to be?  Are you going to grumble or gladly glow?  Will 

you gladly submit to God’s authority over your life and find joy in that or be constantly 

malcontented and complaining about the way things are?  Will you quietly pour your life 

out at the expense of others without complaining or whining or even expecting anything 

in return?  Will Immanuel Baptist Church shine like a cluster of stars in the midst of a 

dark world or will we look just like the world?  God’s children don’t gripe, they glow. 

 So how do you be a real superstar that shines brightly in the world for all to see?  

By pouring yourself out for others without grumbling.  We can only do this if we’ve truly 

experienced Christ’s love for us – pouring himself out for us unto death so that we might 

live.  We have to submit to the reality that we are sinners in need of forgiveness and 

unable to do anything to earn it and simply rest in the fact that Jesus died for us.  Only 

then will we be able to love others with that same love.  That’s what this meal symbolizes 
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– Christ’s body broken and blood poured out so that we could be forgiven of our 

insubordination. 

 

Benediction 
“May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the 

Holy Spirit be with you all.” – 2Cor. 13:14 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 21, 2007.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was written to 

be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who find 

eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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