GHC Inductive Bible Study

Session 4 – Philippians 1:27-30 Exposition using Contextual Method


Philippians 1:27-30
27Whatever 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 28without 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. 29For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him, 30since you are going through the same struggle you saw I had, and now hear that I still have.
This is what I’m hearing that Paul is saying. Whatever happens, whether I live or die, whether I’m released from prison or not, whether I come to you or not, do this… Conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. 

In the immediate context, we learn three things that explain this command: Unity, courage, and perseverance. 
I. Paul will know that they are conducting themselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ because the Philippian believers are united on the inside and out, both in position and in practice, in their conviction as well as their proclamation. 
II. Also, Paul will know that they have the right conduct because they have courage against the opposition, those who distort the faith by legalism (the “men who do evil” mentioned in the first half of chapter 3), and those who distort the faith by licentiousness (the “enemies of the cross” in latter half of chapter 3).
III. Finally, Paul will know that they are living worthy of the gospel because of the witness of their perseverance in their shared suffering for Christ. They are suffering the same suffering that Paul suffered and is suffering now; namely, suffering for the gospel of Jesus Christ.

In the larger context of chapter 1, we learn more about the nature of conduct worthy of the gospel. The idea of unity, courage and shared suffering is carried in the idea of the Philippians’ “partnership in the gospel from the first day until now” (v. 5). It is confirmed in Paul’s testimony: “Whether I am in chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all of you share in God’s grace with me” (v. 7). 

Furthermore, by implication, there is the sense that Paul’s attitude, experience and prayer provide clues to a conduct worthy of the gospel. In chapter one, Paul expresses joy and deep affection for the Philippians’ partnership in the gospel. He also expresses gratitude and confidence in God because what good he sees in the Philippians and the good end that he sees will come for all Christians are sourced in God. Paul also chooses to rejoice in the midst of his sufferings because he sees it furthering the cause of Christ through the proclamation of the gospel and the exaltation of Christ through his own suffering. Paul, therefore, reveals a conduct that is expressed in Christian gratitude, joy, and confidence in the midst of uncertainty, challenge, and suffering. 
Expressed in his prayer for the Philippians in 1:9-11 is a love that is fed by insight leading to a mature moral discernment that produces the righteousness of Christ to the glory of God. This suggests that another side of a conduct worthy of the gospel is character, integrity and holiness.

When we extend our context out to the book level, we discover more things that might be suggested for conduct worthy of the gospel of Christ. In chapter 2, we get further extrapolation of the call to unity with Paul’s command to be “like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose.” He explains even further the character that brings forth this kind of unity of mind, heart, and will, namely, humility. He writes, “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.” Thus, he exhorts against “looking out for number one,” and encourages “looking out for one another.” He follows this with three examples of humility: Of Christ, of Timothy, and of one of their own, Epaphroditus. In each case we learn something of selflessness and sacrifice. In the case of Christ, we learn that though he was God, he gave up the privileges of God to become a man, even a servant, and even to die as less than a servant, a falsely-accused criminal. Jesus is given the highest regard (“God exalted him to the highest place” – 2:9). In the case of Timothy, Paul gives him a high regard (“I have no one else like him” – v. 20) and explains his selfless, sincere interest in the Philippians. In the case of Epaphroditus, Paul gives him significant regard (“honor men like him”), and expresses his service to Paul, sacrifice for Paul, and work on behalf of the Philippians. For Paul, humility would be the essential ingredient for unity in the church.
With respect to courage in the face of opposition, chapter three provides elaboration in this regard. The two groups mentioned in chapter 3 pose the threat of distorting the gospel by legalism and by licentiousness. The injunction, “Do not be frightened,” may be extrapolated in the words, “Watch out for those dogs” (3:2) in the negative and “Join with others in following my example” (3:17) in the positive. In both cases of opposition, Paul points to Christ, whether “the righteousness of Christ that comes from God” in the first half or the Christ, the Savior, who we are waiting for as citizens of heaven, in the second half. Paul warns against the the legalism that claims that you have to be circumcised to be truly righteous before God. Paul warns against libertines as well that claim that worldly gain and pleasure was man’s chief end. But the Gospel is neither of these, but rather trusting and obeying, gratitude and holiness, faith and character. The former is the root, the latter is the fruit. This is the proper understanding of the gospel. Both the legalists and libertines are mixed up in this. Their standing in opposition to this truth is what condemns them. 
However, while their wrong conception of the Gospel, their opposition to the truth, shows that these legalists and libertines “will be destroyed,” the fact that the Philippians are on the other side reveal that the Philippians are on the right side, on the side of truth, and so is evidence of their salvation. The suffering the Philippians are undergoing at the hands of these opponents is regarded as a privilege rather than a burden. It is equated with believing. Furthermore, Paul says that what they suffer is what Paul has suffered and is now suffering, namely, suffering opposition to his faith and proclamation of the Gospel of Christ. 
As chapter two primarily relates to Paul’s exhortation to unity and chapter three to Paul’s exhortation to courage, so chapter four relates primarily to Paul’s exhortation to persevere in suffering. Three things are addressed in chapter 4: Discord, anxiety, and need. To the first, Paul petitions God’s promises and people to help. To the second, Paul commends God’s peace (“peace of God” and “God of peace”) to help. To the third, Paul expresses confidence in God’s provision of strength and riches to help. Basically, Paul encourages the Philippians by letting them know that all that God has provided them is sufficient for all that the Philippians need. So, if we relate this to 1:29-30, perseverance amidst adversity as granted by God, it is as if in chapter 4 Paul supports his perspective that the struggle is a privilege by observing (1) their “names are in the book of life,” (2) they can “rejoice in the Lord always, (3) “the peace of God…will guard (their) hearts and minds in Christ Jesus,” (4) “the God of peace will be with (them),” “(5) they “can do everything through him who gives (them) strength,” and (5) “God will meet all (their) needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.”
When I reflected on this passage, I thought, how different Christianity seems today and how different Christians are today from the First Century. In that time, people worked to proclaim their faith. Today, we proclaim our faith at work. Then, they lived to exalt Christ. Today, we try to exalt Christ in our lives. Then, they gave to the ministry of Christ and lived on what they had left over. Today, we give what we have left over to the ministry of Christ. Then, they contended for the faith. Today, we are contented in our faith. Then, they were persecuted for Christ. Today, we are hardly persecuted. Then, they suffered for Christ. Today, we normally suffer on account of our own stupidity or mischievous behavior.
Yet, the world has not changed that much. The sins then are the sins now. Greed, immorality, violence, pride, jealousy, dissension, and ignorance of truth were a plague then as it is now. Because the problems are the same, Paul’s solutions then are relevant for us today. However, can we claim even a bit of the acclaim they received? Do we have the atmosphere, character, and deference that the Philippians had to receive Paul’s words? 

We have the relevant teaching, but do we have the soil to receive it, so that we might be transformed? Perhaps Jesus’ parable of the soils is instructive in Matthew 13:

 1That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat by the lake. 2Such large crowds gathered around him that he got into a boat and sat in it, while all the people stood on the shore. 3Then he told them many things in parables, saying: "A farmer went out to sow his seed. 4As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up. 5Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow. 6But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root. 7Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants. 8Still other seed fell on good soil, where it produced a crop—a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown. 9He who has ears, let him hear." 

 10The disciples came to him and asked, "Why do you speak to the people in parables?" 

 11He replied, "The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you, but not to them. 12Whoever has will be given more, and he will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him. 13This is why I speak to them in parables: 
   "Though seeing, they do not see; 
      though hearing, they do not hear or understand. 14In them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah: 
   " 'You will be ever hearing but never understanding; 
      you will be ever seeing but never perceiving. 
 15For this people's heart has become calloused; 
      they hardly hear with their ears, 
      and they have closed their eyes. 
   Otherwise they might see with their eyes, 
      hear with their ears, 
      understand with their hearts 
   and turn, and I would heal them.'[a] 16But blessed are your eyes because they see, and your ears because they hear. 17For I tell you the truth, many prophets and righteous men longed to see what you see but did not see it, and to hear what you hear but did not hear it. 

 18"Listen then to what the parable of the sower means: 19When anyone hears the message about the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what was sown in his heart. This is the seed sown along the path. 20The one who received the seed that fell on rocky places is the man who hears the word and at once receives it with joy. 21But since he has no root, he lasts only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, he quickly falls away. 22The one who received the seed that fell among the thorns is the man who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke it, making it unfruitful. 23But the one who received the seed that fell on good soil is the man who hears the word and understands it. He produces a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown."

The different soils represent, therefore, the different condition of our hearts. Three out of the four soils bore no fruit and the last bore a great abundance. The these soils may be seen progressively: First, one hears but does not understand. No fruit. Second, one understands but does not apply. No fruit. Third, one applies but does not apply continuously. No fruit. Fourth, applies continuously. Bears much fruit! 

Where do you fall? For your heart will fall into one of these conditions. When you listen to God’s Word from me, from the pastor, from your own reading, you are, so to speak, hearing. But you have not by this passed the first test. Now that all of you have heard, have you understood? Understanding relates to knowing rightly and seeing the relevance to life. This inductive bible study is designed to help you along in this regard. If this is you, then you have escaped the birds, the evil one that snatches the word away from your hearts. You have passed the first test.
Now that you have heard and have understood, are you applying what you understand to your life? For instance, are you conducting yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Jesus Christ, as we said, in unity, courage and perseverance? Furthermore, arising from our understanding of the text, are we pursuing unity by seeing life as a privilege for us rather than a right; as a gift of God rather than as a race to win? Are we partnering with other believers in the proclamation of the Gospel by our words and deeds – and to what extent? Are we furthering our unity by a humility that is evidenced by the esteeming of others better than ourselves, by selfless service, by giving of ourselves even to our own hurt? The same could be spoken with respect to courage and perseverance. This is application. This is the word heard, understood, and taking root. The inductive Bible study will not do this for you, but your teacher and your peers, hopefully by word and example, are encouraging you toward this end. And this is the first part of the end goal of inductive bible study, namely, life transformation. If you have not applied or are not applying or will not apply any time soon, then your heart is like this second soil and the Word, having no root, will last only for a short while and then wither away. No fruit. You will not be changed. Your soil was too shallow. There is no lasting good that will proceed from you. But application will begin to produce growth in you.
Now, if you have heard and understood and have begun to apply the Word to your life, you are on a good path. But, are you persevering so that the change becomes a habit and the habit becomes a lifestyle? This is what the third soil is all about. Somehow, I think for many of us, this is where we falter and fall away. We’ve taken the occasion to hear. We’ve studied and so we understand. We have taken the first zealous step to apply God’s truth to our lives. We begin to pray for each other. We begin to help each other and give to each other as an expression of our selfless love for one another. We begin to deepen our affection for God by daily reading, memorizing, and studying His Word. We begin to evaluate our conduct, our speech, our attitude, so that we are always modeling Christ-likeness, not compromising, and seeking to, in every way, further the ministry of the Gospel with everyone we meet, in everything we do, and everywhere we go. The notable word here is “begin to…” Isn’t this what the heart of failed New Year’s resolutions consists of? We begin to exercise. We begin to diet. We begin to read. We begin to serve. We begin to give. We begin to --- you fill in the blank. But we are not talking about New Year’s resolutions. We’re not talking about the start of some temporal pursuit with temporary gains in mind. We are not talking about the goals that are media-based, commercial, and get-rich-quick cultural. No, we are talking about the Word of God, the worship of our God, our immortal souls, for which Jesus says, “What is it to gain the whole world and lose your souls?” This is what we are talking about. If you have begun toward the goals that the Word of God gives, then you are on the right track. But here is where persevering really matters. Here is where you must not “give up.” Here is where you must allow your zeal to soar without limit. Here is where every other ideal must submit. Here is where you must succeed, for lack of a better word. If you do not persevere, then you too will be unfruitful and fail to make the kind of impact that God intends through the lives of his servants. The “worries of life” and the “deceitfulness of wealth” will choke the Word right out of you. Have you ever heard yourself say to someone, even yourself, I’m too busy to read the Bible. I can’t pray this morning because I’ve got to be at this meeting. I hope they don’t ask me to help. I’ve got so much going on in my life, I don’t have any time to study the Bible. Help the poor? That’s a good thing. If you put something together, get back to me…let me know. These are the kinds of things that might fall under “worries of life.” And “deceitfulness of wealth” --- what kind of a lifestyle are we pursuing? Do we buy cool things for ourselves or for others? Do we really try to reach out to make a difference – even a little? Are we finding our happiness in the abundance of what we have or in the measure of what we can give? Are we getting a false security from our Mutual Funds, our houses, our parents, our careers? If this is you, then you are the third soil. The thorns have choked the good Word of God. You have heard. You have understood. You have begun to apply. But you have not continued. You have not persevered. You are unfruitful. 
I’m hard pressed by Jesus’ parable to discern if that latter soil is better than the former ones. As they are all unfruitful, we are given the impression that they are all in the same boat. It does not matter whether you are one that just hears vs. the one that understands or the one that begins to apply. All of these are unfruitful. Only one soil matters. It is the fruitful soil. Not only this, it is an abundantly fruitful soil. This heart hears, understands, applies, and applies continuously.

These are the connections I want to encourage in your hearts today from God’s Word. And perhaps there is a kind of progression in Paul’s words in our text as well with respect to living a life worthy of the Gospel of Christ. Unity, courage, and persevering in suffering have a progression from inside to outside. Unity within the church, courage to take the Gospel outside the church, and persevering though those outside don’t like what we say and do --- The first is hard, the second harder, and the third is hardest of all.

Today, I want you to ask yourself, “What have I heard?” Then, “What do I understand with reference to what I heard? Then, “How do I apply this to my life.” Then, persevere!! Tell me your story of success. I want to hear that you are fruitful, yielding a hundred, sixty, or thirty times what was sown – all to the glory of God. As a teacher, this is my success to have you truly successful in life to the glory of God.
