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Text 
Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live according to the 

pattern we gave you. 

 

Introduction 
 For years people learned trades by apprenticing.  If you wanted to be a 

blacksmith, you attached yourself to an experienced blacksmith for a few years and 

watched how he swung the hammer and stoked the fire and shaped the metal and you 

tried it yourself under his supervision.  If you wanted to become a butcher, you went to a 

butcher and stayed with him for awhile, learning about the business.  If you wanted to be 

a fisherman or a carpenter or a tentmaker you would spend time with a fisherman or a 

carpenter or a tentmaker.  You didn’t necessarily go to a professional school to take 

classes on how to be a butcher, a baker, or a candlestick maker.  It was more of a hands-

on curriculum.  Someone would take you under his wing and you would observe him and 

learn to imitate him. 

 It’s interesting, isn’t it, that when we look at the Gospels and see how Jesus went 

about teaching people how to be (to use an anachronistic term) Christians… when he 

went about making disciples what did he do?  He called twelve men and said, “Come, 

follow me.  Come spend time with me.   Come watch how I live and learn to imitate me.”  

He didn’t say, “I’m teaching a class on Tuesday and Thursday nights at the synagogue in 

Capernaum; starts at 6:30; hope to see you there; bring pen and papyrus.”  It was more 

like an apprenticeship. 

Don’t get me wrong, there was teaching.  Jesus would teach crowds and then 

would take his guys aside and talk more about what he had said over dinner (eg. Mk. 

4:10ff).  But most of the time the teaching moments would arise out of the natural course 

of following him and seeing what he did.  Like one time when a guy came to Jesus and 

asked him to help his boy who had been possessed by a demon.  The man said, “I brought 

him to your disciples [first], but they could not heal him” (Mt. 17:16).  Jesus healed the 

boy and then a bit later the disciples came and asked Jesus why they couldn’t drive out 

the demon and then Jesus taught them a lesson about faith. 

He didn’t teach them in a classroom.  He taught them what it meant to live in the 

kingdom of God in the context of sharing his life with them.  I was reading this week in 
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Luke where Jesus goes at the request of Jairus to heal his daughter (Lk. 8:40-56).  His 

disciples are right there with him.  Wherever Jesus goes, they go.  But before Jesus gets 

to the house they receive news that the girl has died.  Jesus keeps going anyway and we 

read that “when he arrived at the house of Jairus, he did not let anyone go in with him 

except Peter, John and James, and the child’s father and mother” (8:51).  So he took his 

three closest guys into the room with him, so they could see what was going to do.  This 

was Jesus’ pattern of discipleship – “Come along with me and watch what I do.”
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So if you wanted to learn how to be a Christian you went and attached yourself to 

Jesus and watched his life and joined him as he attended parties at the homes of tax 

collectors, went along with him as he visited lepers, observed how he dealt with the 

crowds when he was tired, how he interacted with people who criticized him.  And then 

sometimes Jesus would send you out to go try it yourself and then bring you back 

together to debrief and learn from what happened (cf. Mk. 6:7-13, 30-31).  You learned 

how to be a Christian by imitating Christ. 

That model of passing on the faith continued after Jesus.  We see it in Paul, in the 

way he took on young guys like Timothy and others.  And we see Paul admonishing the 

church in Philippi to continue this tradition, because this is how you learn to be a 

Christian – apprenticing under another Christian; life on life discipleship; not primarily 

books or manuals or seminars, but learning to pattern your life after someone else who is 

following Jesus, who has the imprint of Jesus.  That’s what we see in today’s text and we 

believe these words are directed to Immanuel in Chicago today.  In short, the message of 

today’s text is just this: if you want to follow Christ, find spiritual role models. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

It’s a Way of Life 
 You may have noticed as we’ve gone through Philippians that Paul will give 

some instruction and then he’ll hold out an example of this behavior.  Look back at the 

end of ch. 1 and the beginning of ch. 2.  Paul was talking there about “standing firm in 

one spirit, contending as one man” (1:27).  That climaxed in 2:2 with the plea to be “like-

minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose.”  And then he says this 

requires dying to self, considering “others better than yourselves” (2:3), looking “not only 

to your own interests, but also to the interests of others” (2:4).  And then what does he 

say next?  “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus” (2:5) and then he 

launches into that great poem of praise to Christ which holds him out to be the supreme 

example of self-sacrifice. 

 Then he talks about how we should work out our salvation with fear and 

trembling (2:12) and doing everything without grumbling (2:14) and being poured out 

like a drink offering (2:17) and then he spends time commending Timothy and 

Epaphroditus to them as men who embody these things, describing Timothy as taking “a 

genuine interest in [the Philippians] welfare” (2:20) and Ephroditus as almost having 

“died for the work of Christ” (2:30). 

 Now he’s been talking about putting no confidence in the flesh (v. 3) and finding 

one’s identity in Christ (vv. 7-9) and pressing on to know him more (v. 12).  And then he 

says, “Join with others in following my example, brothers” (v. 17a).  This time he holds 

himself out as an example to follow.  Here’s where the truth is made flesh.  It’s tangible.  
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They are to join together in imitating Paul’s life as they learn what it means to put no 

confidence in the flesh and grow in finding their identity in Christ. 

Actually, if you think about it, Paul has been using himself as an illustration and 

example throughout this letter, hasn’t he?  An example of someone who loves deeply 

(1:7-8); an example of one who’s concerned about the advancement of the gospel cause 

and not his own (1:12-18); an example of one for whom “to live is Christ and to die is 

gain” (1:21); an example of one who suffered (1:30), who poured himself out (2:17), who 

gave up his pedigree for gaining Christ (3:4-7).  Paul is offering himself as a model of 

what it means to be a Christian.  Would you agree with me? 

Okay.  Now the first thing we need to understand from this is that Christianity is 

meant to be lived.  Christianity is meant to be lived… not just believed.  It’s not just a set 

of truths, it’s a way of life.  These great realities that Paul is teaching the people in 

Philippi – doctrines like: justification and sanctification, the existence of heaven, the 

Incarnation of Christ, the imputation of Christ’s righteousness – all of these truths are 

meant to be lived out.  These truths are meant to be embodied.  And we need to learn to 

live them out by seeing the lives of others who have lived or are living them out. 

Christianity is not just assenting to a list of beliefs or signing a statement of faith, 

it’s a lifestyle.  There’s a reason why one of the earliest designations for people who 

claimed Christ as their Lord was “the Way” (cf. Acts 9:2, 24:22).  It was a way of life, 

not a school of thought.  You followed Jesus by joining him along the way, not in the 

classroom.  And only later on did those who belonged to this Way get the name 

“Christians” but this name simply means “little Christs,” that is people whose lives 

matched Christ’s. 

Paul is saying here, “Listen, I don’t want you to just cognitively understand what 

I’m saying, I want it to shape your lifestyle.  And in order for that to happen you can look 

at me to see what that’s supposed to look like.”  He puts himself forward as an example 

of embodied truth.  This isn’t something we just see here, it’s a principle we see in 

several of Paul’s other letters: 

 

1 Corinthians 4:15-17 – “In Christ Jesus I became your father through the gospel.  

Therefore I urge you to imitate me.  For this reason I am sending to you Timothy, 

my son whom I love, who is faithful in the Lord.  He will remind you of my way 

of life in Christ Jesus.” 

 

2 Thessalonians 3:7 – “You yourselves know how you ought to follow our 

example.  We were not idle when we were with you, nor did we eat anyone’s food 

without paying for it.  On the contrary, we worked night and day, laboring and 

toiling so that we would not be a burden to any of you.  We did this, not because 

we do not have the right to such help, but in order to make ourselves a model for 

you to follow.” 

 

1 Thessalonians 1:6 – “You became imitators of us and of the Lord.” 

 

1 Corinthians 11:1 – “Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.” 
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 Just like the original disciples learned to be Christians by imitating the life of 

Christ, so the Philippians and the Corinthians and the Thessalonians were to learn what it 

meant to be a Christian by imitating the life of Paul.  As one person puts it, “It was 

inadequate for them to have Christian truth presented in a code of precepts and maxims.  

They needed to observe it embodied in [people’s] lives.”
2
  And the same is true today. 

 Orthodoxy and what’s called orthopraxy go hand in hand, orthodoxy being right 

thinking/correct doctrine and orthopraxy being right practice/right living.  Many try to pit 

one against the other, but they must go together.  Doctrine is crucial.  You can’t live 

rightly if you think wrongly.  A man-centered theology versus a God-centered one has 

huge implications.  Understanding that Christ’s righteousness credited to you account 

through faith is monumental for how we live.  But that’s just it.  Doctrine has to be lived 

out, truth has to be translated into a lifestyle, otherwise it’s utterly useless.  Christianity is 

more than just thinking rightly.  It’s living rightly based on right thinking.  Orthodoxy 

and orthopraxy, together.  And Paul says that the way you learn to live this stuff out is by 

imitating the example of others. 

 

We Need Models 
 Paul says, “Join with others [there’s something very communal about this too] in 

following my example.”  In other words, “Part of my ministry is not just teaching you 

truth, but showing you truth.”  To the church in Thessalonica Paul could say, “We loved 

you so much that we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our 

lives as well” (1Thess. 2:8).  He shared his life with people so they could get a glimpse of 

what it looks like to live the truths he proclaimed.  Today we also have powerful 

glimpses into Paul’s life through his letters in Scripture and also in the book of Acts.  So 

we can learn a lot from Paul’s example even today. 

 But Paul also says, “Join with others in following my example… and take note of 

those who live according to the pattern we gave you” (v. 17b).  The Philippians are 

encouraged to pay close attention to those who imitated Paul as he imitated Christ.  

Paul’s not arrogantly claiming that he’s the only example.  There are other models that 

we can learn from.  One thinks of people like Epaphroditus and Timothy.  Paul writes to 

Timothy elsewhere to “set an example for the believers in speech, in life, in love, in faith 

and in purity” (1Tim. 4:12).  Certainly the local overseers, the elders, the pastors of the 

church at Philippi.  Hebrews 13:7 says, “Remember your leaders, who spoke the word of 

God to you.  Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith.”  There 

were other role models for the Christians in Philippi, people who had learned the life 

from watching Paul’s life. 

 Today we have 2,000 years of church history filled with men and women who 

have lived according to the pattern handed down by Paul and the other apostles as they 

learned it from Christ.  Let me just put a plug in here for reading Christian biography.  If 

you want examples of lives lived in the way of Christ, read biographies and 

autobiographies of saints past. 

 A few that have deeply impacted me is Billy Graham’s autobiography, Just as I 

Am.  I read that in high school and it influenced me to go to Wheaton College.  And D.G. 

Hart’s biography of J. Gresham Machen, Defending the Faith.  I read that in college and 

it opened my eyes to the deeply theological strand of evangelicalism; it wasn’t all just 

fluffy pietism.  J.I. Packer’s brief sketch of J.C. Ryle has helped me immensely.  And I 
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never tire of the story of Jim Elliot and the four other missionaries who were martyred in 

the 1950s.  “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.”  

Wow.  One of my friends points to Spurgeon’s autobiography as what saved his life.  

Jonathan Edwards, Hudson Taylor, Oswald Chambers, William Carey, Amy Carmichael, 

Jackie Pullinger, Bill Bright, Chuck Colson, John Bunyan, C.S. Lewis, Richard 

Wurmbrand are lives worth reading about… and imitating.  May I recommend 

committing to read one biography in the year ahead? 

 For those of you who are illiterate, John Piper does a biographical sketch each 

year at his conference for pastors.  The audio of the last twenty years is online.
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and listen to sketches of the lives of people like Martyn Lloyd-Jones, William Cowper, 

Martin Luther, John Calvin, St. Augustine, Athanasius, William Tyndale.  That’s a place 

to start. 

 I don’t recommend this as your only source, but it’s better than nothing – watch a 

movie about a man or woman of God.  Andrea and I saw one this weekend about William 

Wilberforce, the man who, because of his deep Christian conviction, spent his whole life 

working for the abolition of the slave trade in Great Britain.  It was a fabulous movie, 

although as with many of these movies I would have enjoyed seeing more about his faith.  

But still, if you want to see what living the truth of the gospel has looked like in 

someone’s life, this is helpful.  I was actually equally intrigued by John Newton, a minor 

character in the film, but the author of the famous hymn, Amazing Grace.  At one point in 

the movie he said, “The older I get, two things I know for certain: I am a great sinner, and 

Christ is a great Savior.”  There’s someone who knows something about following 

Christ.  I want to learn from his life, and so I went home and listened to a biographical 

sketch of John Newton’s life off of the Desiring God website. 

 

We Need Modern Day Models 
 Do you want to live the Christian life?  The Bible says it’s something that’s 

primarily caught, like a cold, from being around people who have been infected with the 

truth of the gospel – of God’s lavish grace in Jesus Christ.  We can study the life of Paul 

in the Bible.  We can study the lives of men and women who have followed in Paul’s 

footsteps throughout history by reading good Christian biography.  But most importantly, 

we need to see it with our own eyes.  We need men or women in our lives today that we 

can attach ourselves to and take note of.  We need relationships with people who have 

been following Jesus a couple more years than we have that we can attach ourselves to 

and observe and imitate.  If you want to follow Christ, find spiritual role models. 

 Who are you imitating?  Is there nobody you can learn from?  Have you already 

arrived; have you already been made perfect?  Is there anyone in your life that you spend 

time with to learn from?  Here’s the thing.  Christianity is not merely a set of beliefs, it’s 

a lifestyle that’s learned by imitation.  Church is not just Sundays and sermons.  It’s a 

community of people on a journey, pressing on toward the goal to win the prize for which 

God has called us heavenward in Christ Jesus (cf. v. 14).  And we share our lives with 

each other.  Those who have been on the path a little bit less than others look to those 

ahead of them and learn emulate them. 

 So if you’re serious about following Christ, approach a mature Christian and say, 

“Hey, can I hang out with you?  Would you be willing to spend time with me and show 

me how you live out these Christian truths in your life?”  And remember, a mature 
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Christian is not a perfect Christian.  There are no perfect Christians.  Mature Christians 

are the ones, as we saw last week, who mess up and keep moving forward.  Whoever you 

watch and learn from is going to be deeply flawed.  You are going to see her 

imperfections and where she fails, but that’s part of it.  You need to learn how to mess up 

and keep moving forward.  You need to observe someone who’s growing in knowing.  

You need to learn not to expect perfection out of others so you can learn not to expect 

perfection out of yourself and rely on God’s grace.  So don’t hesitate to imitate someone 

because they’re not perfect.  No one is.  I want to challenge everyone here who claims to 

want to follow Christ, if you haven’t already, to think of someone you can foster a 

relationship with and spend time with and watch how he or she lives the Christian life.  

Simply find people who have been struggling a little longer than you have. 

 I desire for this church to be way more than a Sunday service, but rather a 

community of people who are in each others lives, learning how to live out the faith.  

And this also involves taking an interest in others, taking other people under your wings, 

letting them into your life so that they can see how you put your faith into practice.  A 

part of imitating Jesus and imitating Paul is calling others to imitate you. 

 “Whoa, whoa, whoa, are you serious?  I’m not ready to do that?”  Well why not?  

“Because I’m not mature enough.”  Well what do you mean by that?  Remember, we just 

saw that the really mature Christians are the ones who recognize their imperfection.  Paul 

is calling the Philippians to follow his example right after he’s finished saying 

emphatically, “I’m not perfect.”  You don’t have to be perfect to ask someone to imitate 

you.  One commentator put it this way, “Paul asks the Philippians to follow his example, 

not because he has achieved perfection, but because he is struggling in the same race that 

they are running.”
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  If you’re pressing on to know Christ more and more, then part of that 

process is learning to offer your self to others. 

 And this doesn’t mean you have to go to someone and say, “I think I have a thing 

or two to show you, so watch me and learn.”  What it means is you simply be intentional 

about opening up your life to people so they can see you in action.  Have someone come 

and help you as you change the oil in your car or work out at the gym.  Invite someone 

along with you as you go grocery shopping.  Because following Christ affects every area 

of your life, even grocery shopping.  Would you agree?  What stuff you buy at the store, 

how you treat the attendant at the check out aisle, how do you react to the beggar at the 

door asking for food, etc…  Let people into your life, because being a Christian is how 

you take care of a crying baby without getting short or frustrated, it’s how you tip a 

waiter, if you eat your vegetables, relaxing and having fun, shoveling your sidewalk 

when it snows, putting the seat down on the toilet,… it’s all of life.  So simply bring other 

people in on your life.  Wayne Gordon in his book Real Hope for Chicago that tells the 

story of Lawndale Community Church has a section where he talks about the need to 

bring younger guys along with him as he does stuff.  He was taking a business trip 

someplace and he brought one of the guys from the neighborhood along with him.  That’s 

taking one out of Jesus’ playbook, isn’t it? 

 For me probably the most formative period in my life was in high school.  A new 

pastor came to my small little church.  He was about 30 years old.  And somehow we 

clicked.  He showed an interest in me and he became probably my best friend, which 

sounds a little weird, but it was true.  We watched football together, went hunting 

together, painted his office together, listened to music together, cooked food together.  I 
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was at his house maybe more than I was at my own, watching how he played with his 

kids and disciplined his kids and fought with his wife and kissed his wife and we talked 

about girls and college and God and even though he had many weaknesses, I learned so 

much about being a Christian, more than I ever could have in a Sunday School class he 

taught. 

 And today I’m a pastor partly because he gave me opportunities to preach.  And I 

want to be a pastor like Pastor Tim, but who pastors me?  Certainly Hobin and Derick do.  

As I’ve said before, that’s part of the beauty of a having multiple elders.  But an older 

man named Lewie Clark who’s been a pastor for many years has taken me under his 

wing.  I don’t quite know why, other than the fact that this is what he does.  Discipleship 

is his thing.  And he listens to me share my struggles and frustrations and hurts and 

insecurities about pastoring.  He prays for me, encourages me, and affirms me.  I wanted 

to go to a conference a few weeks ago in Michigan but couldn’t find anyone to go with 

me so I asked Lewie and he took two days off in the middle of the week and I don’t think 

he really wanted to go.  He just wanted to spend time with me.  He somehow always was 

able to make it so we went out to eat at the place I wanted to eat at.  By the end I realized 

that all along he was modeling love for me by just loving me. 

 

Conclusion 
Paul says, “Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of 

those who live according to the pattern we gave you” (v. 17).  Christianity is something 

to be lived.  And you learn how to live it by imitating others who are living it. 

I know this is happening some in our church, formally and informally.  I know 

this is the model that Chicago Hope uses with its students.  But based on verses like this 

one, I know it should be even more pervasive.  We should all be growing in knowing and 

that happens by being inside each others’ lives, learning how to live by watching others; 

opening ourselves up to learning; opening ourselves up to sharing. 

If you want to follow Christ, find spiritual role models.  So seriously ask God 

to help you see examples and be an example. 

 

Lord’s Table 

 Every week we celebrate this special meal – bread and wine that symbolize 

Christ’s body and blood which was given for us and our salvation.  We are not saved by 

how we live, but by trusting Christ’s sacrifice to cover our sins.  Then we embark on a 

journey of learning more and more what that means and letting that free us from the 

destructive patterns of life we are in. 

 But in doing so we always have to come back again and again to the cross and the 

grace of God demonstrated there…  

 

Benediction 
May you grow in following Christ by following the example of others who are following 

Christ, and as you do may you be an example to others. 
 

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

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, February 25, 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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