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Text 
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. 
25 

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. 

 

Today we’re going to talk about what it means to be a Christian.  And the reason why I 

want to talk about this is because: (1) the passage we are going over today would not be 

understood correctly if we didn’t talk about this; and (2) although this may seem like a 

basic question to some of us it is essential to our faith and must be answered as 

thoughtfully and fully as we can. 

 

So the way I’m going to do this is in three parts. 

1. A common misconception about what it means to be a Christian. 

2. A reading of this passage based on this misconception. 

3. A reading of this passage based on the gospel. 

 

So to begin our talk about what it means to be a Christian, we must first talk about one 

common misconception that many Christians have about what it means to be a Christian.   

 

This isn’t the only misconception that’s out there.  But there is one that I feel is 

unfortunately all too common in our churches today.  It is one that really keeps Christians 

from living their life fully for God and for Jesus.  It is the misconception that being 

Christian essentially means that we have to have the right behavior.  Or to put it another 

way, we as Christians have to be righteous.  Now some of you might be thinking, I don’t 

think that way.  I know that my righteousness comes from Jesus.  I know that I don’t have 
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to have a righteousness of my own.  Or some of you others might be thinking, what do 

you mean I don’t have to be righteous.  Of course we do.  Doesn’t Jesus command us to 

be perfect just our heavenly Father is perfect. 

 

These are all good points and I don’t disagree with them.  But what I’m really trying to 

get at is not what can recite about being Christian, but how we actually think about being 

Christian. 

 

A good illustration of this is Ned Flanders.  For those of you that don’t know who Ned 

Flanders is he’s a character on the Simpsons.  For those of you who haven’t heard of the 

Simpsons shame on you!  It is a cartoon that is probably the best satire on American 

culture and definitely the longest running one. 

 

Anyways, Ned is a devout Christian that is often used to make fun of Christian 

fundamentalism, as well as the superficial niceness of born-again evangelicals.  Now the 

reason why I believe Ned Flanders is a good illustration is because he is the stereotype of 

stereotypes.  Essential, righteousness is his religion. 

 

A scene that typifies this is in the episode where Ned dates a movie star named Sara 

Sloane.  Sara, voiced by Marisa Tomei, eventually asks Ned to go back with her to 

Hollywood.  Ned, then, has this horrible dream about the evils of Hollywood.  This is the 

scene that shows Ned at his best.  It goes something like this. 

James L. Brooks:  Ned, I’m James L Brooks. (the producer of the Simpsons) 

Ned:  Oh, can I call you Jim? 

James L. Brooks:  James L. Brooks is good.  Would you like some sponge cake? 

Ned:  Oh, well… 

James L. Brooks:  (opens the box) With a brandy glaze? (snickers wickedly) 

Ned:  No! 

James L. Brooks:  Or perhaps you’d like to go to a football game. 

Ned:  Well… 

James L. Brooks:  We don’t have a team! 

Ned:  No! 

(James L. Brooks laughs and disappears into fire) 

(Rod and Todd drive up to Ned in a convertible with two busty women) 

Todd:  Hey, Daddy baby.  We’re movie producers! 

Rod:  And we’re Jewish!  Yaaaaay! 

 

While this is definitely funny, it satirizes the superficiality of many Christians now a days 

who are more concerned about whether or not you behave like a “Christian” rather than if 

you have actually experienced Jesus. 

 

I know that I might not have explained this in the best possible way.  Or that I know that 

this can be hard to wrap your mind around.  So to bring this point home, I’m going to 

read and interpret the passage we have today in two different ways.  Yup, you guessed it.  

The first way I’m going to read and interpret this passage is the Ned Flander-diddly way.  

And the second way is what I believe is the more helpful way. 
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So let’s read the passage again. 

 

Now before we get into the different readings and their differences, I want to point out 

first that there are similarities between the readings.  The similarities are: 

 

1. Both readings takes what Paul writes here very seriously.  Paul’s words to the 

Philippians are for their good and for our good.  What we have here is God’s word for 

us today, just as it was 2000 years ago.  We don’t mess with that. 

2. Both readings also agree on the reason why Paul is talking about Timothy and 

Epaphraditus.  For both, the reason why is because Timothy and Epaphraditus are 

exemplarity examples for us to follow. 

 

So to really understand these readings, we have to see how Timothy and Epaphraditus are 

examples.  So let’s get into the verses. 

 

Timothy 

1. Takes a genuine interest in the Philippians welfare. 

2. Looks out for the interest of Jesus, not his own interest. 

3. Shown his character to the Philippians. 

4. Served with Paul in the work of the gospel.  

 

Epaphraditus 

1. Paul’s coworker 

2. Paul’s fellow soldier 

3. A messenger from the Philippians to Paul to both inform Paul and care for his need. 

4. Almost died on account of the work of Christ. 

 

Now that we have seen how Timothy and Epaphraditus are examples, let’s see how 

Flanders or religious people would read this passage. 

 

To them, the main point would be that they have to live their lives like Timothy and 

Epaphraditus did.  They would take all the different characteristics that we just went over 

and then either feel guilty that they weren’t doing them or feel convicted that they need to 

start living better.  In either case, the question they would ask themselves is “ok now how 

do I do it.” 

 

Then continuing their inner monologue, they would probably tell themselves, “ok I 

probably need to read my Bible more and I would need to make sure I came to every 

Sunday service.  Oh yeah, I haven’t been to small group in a while, so I’ll probably need 

to do that too.  Dang, I almost forgot prayer.  I need to pray more.” 

 

And then they might feel convicted for a while and may even start to do these things 

more.  But inevitability, the conviction starts to fade.  They find it harder and harder to do 

the things the Bible tells to do.  The guilt comes back because they end up not living up 
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to what the Bible says.  But life goes on.  And other things come up.  So they soon forget 

because others things just feel more pressing. 

 

But that guilt is still there.  So they do one of two things.  They either: 

1. Accept the guilt.  They accept the fact that guilt is a part of being Christian and decide 

to live with that guilt gnawing at them.  Of course, this kind of sucks the joy out of 

Christian life and makes for some unhappy campers.  But hey that’s just a part of 

being Christian so what can you do? 

2. Try harder.  They think, “I just got a little lax in my walk.  I’m recommitting myself 

in reading my Bible and praying everyday.”  If they have trouble having genuine 

concern for people, they’ll probably think I just need to do more.  I’ll make sure I 

visit everyone at my church or I’ll learn more about what it means to love people and 

do it. 

 

You see in both these cases, to them being a Christian is bound up in what I am doing or 

what I am not doing.  To them, what it means to be a Christian is, I obey therefore I am 

accepted. 

 

So for example: 

I am doing my quiet times, therefore I am doing well as a Christian. 

I am helping out at different ministries, therefore I am doing what I’m suppose to be 

doing as a Christian. 

  

The flip-side is also true.  To them, what it means to be a Christian is, I disobey therefore 

I am not accepted. 

 

I haven’t been praying, therefore I am not doing well as a Christian. 

I have sinned, therefore I am not doing well as a Christian. 

 

Now I want to be clear here.  What I am NOT saying is that we as Christian can do 

whatever we want.  If we sin, we are disobeying God.  If we are not praying, then we are 

not spending time with God.  But what I am saying is this:  and please listen carefully. 

 

What it means to be Christian is NOT defined by what we do.  It is defined by who we 

are in Christ.  Repeat. 

 

This leads us to the last part.  How to read this passage based on the gospel. 

 

Interestingly enough, this reading on the surface is not that much different than the other 

reading.  Timothy and Epaphraditus are both still examples.  We are still called to live 

they way they lived.  But there is one major, major difference. 

 

This difference is actually seen by where this passage is placed in Philippians.  This 

passage is at the end of Chapter 2.  Let’s look back to the beginning of Chapter 2. 

 

Philippians 2:1 reads, 
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“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, then make my 

joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and 

purpose. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider 

others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but 

also to the interests of others (Phil. 2:1-4).” 

 

You see, Paul here is telling the Philippians, hey if you have any ounce of Jesus then 

don’t be selfish, don’t be prideful.  Paul wanted the Philippians to know that their actions 

were to be based on their encouragement from being united with Christ.  It was to be 

based on any comfort from Jesus’ love.  The Philippians were suppose to have FIRST 

experienced these things and then they were to be like-minded, and then they were to 

have the same love, and then there were to be one in spirit and purpose.  It was Jesus 

FIRST and then everything else. 

 

But what does that mean?  I mean most of us probably are thinking I’m Christian.  

Doesn’t that mean I’m already united with Christ.  Doesn’t that mean I know Jesus’ love 

for me. 

 

My response to that would be, do you? 

 

Have we really, I mean really, experienced encouragement from being united with 

Christ?  Have we really experienced Jesus’ love.  I would say most of us myself included 

have a very limited experience in these things. 

 

Most of us here could tell you that you’re saved by grace.  That its by faith alone you are 

saved.  That the Jesus died for my sins.  That its not my work, but Jesus’ work on the 

cross that saves me.  That we get it, we really get it. 

 

But do we get it?  If you really, really think you understand the gospel you don’t.  But if 

you really think you haven’t even begun to understand the gospel you do. 

 

Remember back when you first became saved.  Some of you were on fire for God.  You 

would do anything for Jesus.  Absolutely anything.  But then the newness of the gospel 

faded.  You moved on from the “basics” of Christianity and started learning that 

Christians had to act a certain way and had to do certain things.  That in order to be 

mature you had to be like the Timothy’s and Epaphraditus’.  So for the sake of the 

gospel, you forgot the gospel. 

 

And its not that we are suppose to forget about Timothy and Epaphraditus and not even 

be like them.  We are to be like them.  But the path to maturity is not to try and figure out 

how to be like them.  The path to maturity is a deeper understanding of God’s grace. 

 

You see, God’s grace is actually a very scary thing.  You have no control over it.  There 

is absolutely nothing you can do to affect it.  This is why being saved by shear grace is 

such a foreign concept for us.  We’re used to having some sort of control over our lives.  
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We’re used to thinking that if we work hard then we will get results.  If we put our time 

in then we will get rewarded.  That effort equals results. 

 

God’s shear grace breaks all those rules.  No matter how hard you work you will never 

earn grace.  No matter how much time you put into serving God you will not get 

rewarded with grace.  Effort does not equal grace. 

 

God’s shear grace also breaks all the rules on how we think about other people.  

Normally there’s a pecking order.  Some people are better at other things than other 

people.  And the person who is better at something has the right to feel superior to all the 

other people who aren’t as good.  But God’s grace doesn’t allow that.  Since nobody can 

be better than anybody else at grace, everyone is at the same level.  I am no better than 

you and you are no better than me.  We can’t feel superior to anybody else because we’re 

all messed up and none of us, none of us, deserves God’s grace. 

 

And this is where the major difference lies between the two readings.  The Flander’s 

reading has no place for God’s grace.  It doesn’t have a place because what it means to be 

a Christian is defined by what we do.  On the other hand, the reading we just went over is 

grounded in grace.  We as Christians are defined by who we are in Christ.  We are 

defined by grace. 

 

So what do we do with this?  What is the application we can take home with us after 

service.  There are two things. 

 

1. Work together.  Phil 2:12b-13 says, “Continue to work out your(pl) salvation with 

fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you(pl) to will and to act according to 

his good purpose (Phil. 2:12b-13).”  I know we covered this verse before a couple 

weeks ago, but I want to cover it again because it is crucial in how we are to attempt 

to understand God’s grace. 

 

Unfortunately English doesn’t translated this aspect of Greek well, but in the Greek 

the pronouns you and your can either be singular or plural.  So the Greek has one 

form of you for you singular and another form of you for you plural.  This may sound 

confusing, but in the South we see the same phenomenon.  Southerns have the plural 

form of you, which is ya’all.  So a better way to translated Phil 2:12b-13 into English 

would be, “Continue to work out ya’all salvation with fear and trembling, for it is 

God who works in ya’all to will and to act according to his good purpose.” 

 

So what the point of explaining all this?  What Paul is trying to get at here is that 

working out our salvation is not an individual effort.  We work on it together.  That 

means we don’t have to solely depend on ourselves to try and figure everything out.  

We can go to other Christians and ask them questions or discuss things or get advice.  

Hopefully in our small groups, we have a place where we can come together and 

spend time together to work out our salvation with fear and trembling together.   
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There was phrase in Chinese that my parents told me and my two sister all the time 

when we were young.  And it that goes something like this, …  which is literally 

translated, “3 chopsticks together”.  What they were trying to communicate to us was 

that the 3 of us together were stronger than the 3 of us apart.  Paul is saying the same 

thing to the Philippians and to us today.  We are stronger together than apart. 

 

We are all far from perfect.  Each of us has our blind spots and short comings.  And 

alone, these blind spots and short comings will prevent us from fully experiencing 

God’s grace.  But together we can help each overcome our blind spots and short 

comings.  We can share our experience of God’s grace with those around us and we 

can listen to other people’s experience of God’s grace in their lives.  Through sharing 

our triumphs and our failures, God can show us more of his grace to all of us so that 

we can experience more of his grace in each of our lives. 

 

2. Read your Bible.  I know I just told you that what it means to be a Christian is not 

what we do.  I am not telling you to read your Bible because this is what good 

Christians do.  I am telling you to read your Bible because this is a sure fire place to 

learn about God’s grace.  If you want to experience and understand more about God’s 

grace then go to your Bible, period. 

 

So to finish off, I want us to spend these next few moments asking ourselves this 

question:  What does my salvation really mean to me?  Because what lies at the heart of 

this question is how we understand God’s grace in our lives and how much it has affected 

our lives.  So I ask again, what does your salvation really mean to you?  Let spend these 

next few moments in silent reflection. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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

on Sunday morning, January 28, 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. 


