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Rejoice in Christ

Following Examples of Humility and Sacrifice

Timothy and Epaphroditus


Philippians 2:19-30

Paul commends Timothy to the Philippians
I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that I also may be cheered when I receive news about you. I have no one else like him, who takes a genuine interest in your welfare. For everyone looks out for his own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. 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. I hope, therefore, to send him as soon as I see how things go with me. And I am confident in the Lord that I myself will come soon.
Paul commends Epaphroditus to the Philippians

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. For he longs for all of you and is distressed because you heard he was ill. 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. 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. Welcome him in the Lord with great joy, and honor men like him, because he almost died for the work of Christ, risking his life to make up for the help you could not give me.

Questions to ask of our text:

1. Concerning the occasion/situation of the Philippians, why did Paul include this portion in the epistle?

a. Although Paul wants to come to the Philippians, his present imprisonment may not allow it. So, it appears that he has elected to send Timothy ahead of him. He wants to lift up Timothy in their estimation, as he is sending him as his representative, probably to give news of him, instruct them and also to bring back news about the church of Philippi is doing. He even includes Timothy as a co-author of the epistle (1:1).

b. The Philippians’ had concern about one of their own members, Epaphroditus, who was chosen to carry certain “gifts” to Paul in his imprisonment (4:18). It appears that they heard about his illness. Paul wanted to give them reassurance and comfort them by sending him back to them.
c. Paul’s theme of partnership in the gospel and unity in the faith, and in this chapter, of unity achieved by way of humility and sacrifice, which is ideally captured in Christ, is now beautifully exemplified in Timothy and Epaphroditus.
i. Timothy exemplifies humility because of his “genuine interest” (20) in the welfare of the Philippians, not looking out only “for his own interest” (21). These words echo Paul’s words in the beginning of this chapter: “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also the interests of others” (4). Furthermore, Timothy is tied into the Christ (cf 2:1) as one who looks out for interests of “Jesus Christ” (21) and his faithful service in “the work of the gospel’ (23).

ii. Epaphroditus exemplifies humility not only in his service to Paul but also in his concern about the distress of the Philippians (26). He certainly demonstrates Paul’s earlier exhortation, “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider other better than yourselves” (3). Furthermore, Epaphroditus, who “almost died for the work of Christ” (30) follows the theme of sacrifice presented in Christ, who “became obedient to death – even death on a cross” (8). Also, as Christ was honored by God (9-11), so Paul says that the Philippians should “honor men like him [Epaphroditus]” (29).
d. Paul’s focus throughout the epistle was to exalt Christ (1:18, 20-21, 1:27; 2:9-11; 3:7-10; 20-21; 4:7, 13, 19 and many other texts) and so in this portion, Paul makes Christ and the gospel of Christ the centerpiece of his commendation of Timothy (vv. 21-22) and Epaphroditus (30).
2. Why did Paul put this portion here in the epistle?

a. The progress of this epistle has a biographical flow and balance, so the Timothy and Epaphroditus carries the biographical flow and balance of the theme of gospel partnership…

i. The Philippians, particularly their “partnership in the gospel” (1:1-6)

ii. Paul, particularly his testimony of “defending and confirming the gospel” (1:7-26). 

----- Exhortation (1:27-30)

iii. Christ, particularly, his humility and sacrifice as the heart of the gospel (2:1-11)
----- Exhortation (2:12-18)

iv. Timothy and Epaphroditus, in his service in the “work of the gospel” and his almost dying for the “work of Christ” respectively (2:19-30).

v. Paul, in his knowing the true gospel, which is by way of the righteousness of Christ (3:1-21)

----- Exhortation (4:1-9)
vi. Philippians, particularly in their gifts for the furtherance of the gospel (4:10-23)

b. Paul is prone to put up examples for the Philippians to follow, so Timothy and Epaphroditus provides near-to-kin examples for the Philippians to follow…

i. Example of Christ: “You attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus…” (2:5)

ii. Example of Paul: “Join with others in following my example...” (4:17a)

iii. Example of those Paul commends (cf. 4:17b): Timothy and Epaphroditus (2:19-30).

iv. Example of those not to follow: Judaizers (3:2) and libertines (3:18-19).

3. The message in context

a. One imperative in the passage: “Welcome him [Epaphroditus] in the Lord with great joy, and honor men like him” (2:29). What is the principle? Jesus taught “First shall be last and the last first” and “if you desire to be great, you will be a servant, and if the greatest, then the slave of all.” This principle is exemplified and now commanded here in Epaphroditus, who risked his life for the work of Christ in the service of the saints. But Christ is the example par excellent. He condescended Himself from God to man to servant to a criminal’s death, and He died and the worst kind of death. So we read in Paul in Romans 5, “Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a godly man someone might possibly dare to die, but God demonstrates his own love for us in this: Christ died for the ungodly.” The writer of Hebrews also captures this thought when he writes of not only the heroes of faith, but those men that suffered in their heroism: “Others were tortured and refused to be released, so that they might gain a better resurrection. Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were chained and put in prison. They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to death by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated – the world was not worthy of them…” (Hebrews 11:35-38).
b. Illustrative principles: The theme of joy. 

i. Paul’s joy over the Philippians: Paul says that he is sending Timothy so that he might be “cheered when I receive news about you” (2:19). Paul is expecting joyful news. In fact, he begins his epistle with joy over the Philippians: “I always pray with joy because of your [Philippians’] partnership in the gospel…” (1:4). Further, he says that even if he dies for the faith of the Philippians, he is “glad and rejoice” (2:17) with them. Also, his exhortation to them is that they “make my joy complete” (2:2) by harmony with him and unity and humility among themselves. In the end of his letter, he is again returning to this theme of joy over the Philippians: “I rejoice greatly in the Lord that at last you have renewed your concern for me” (4:10). 
ii. The Philippians’ joy: Paul says that one of the reasons that he is sending Epaphroditus back to the Philippians is that they “may be glad.” Paul wants the Philippians also to have joy. In fact, he says that this may be one of the reasons that God keeps him alive: “I know that I will remain, and I will continue with all of you for your progress and joy in the faith., so that through my being with you again your joy in Christ Jesus will overflow on account of me” (1:25-26). Paul sets himself as the example of one rejoicing even in sacrifice, when it is for the faith, and that the Philippians should follow his lead and “be glad and rejoice with me” (2:18). Repeatedly, he exhorts them to “rejoice in the Lord (3:1, 4:4), whether he is warning them shun false teachers or encouraging them to agree with their brothers/sisters.
iii. The message seems to imply joy on all occasions and that it is right to pursue the things that lead to joy. So what is this joy that Paul speaks of? It does not imply that circumstances are easy or what might typically be cause for celebration. This joy seems to transcend circumstances. Perhaps it arises out of what Paul writes of concerning the contentment: “I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. I can do everything through him who gives me strength.” This joy occurs even in the midst of the threat of false preachers, preachers who preach with wrong motives, and even in the midst of intra-church rivalry. Perhaps the key is what often follows the word “joy” or “rejoice,” namely, “in the Lord.” Paul has some very absolute things to say in Philippians regarding the Lord Christ: “The important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached” (1:18); “so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death. For to me to live is Christ and to die is gain” (1:20-21); “Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ (1:27); “What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things…” (3:8); “I can do everything through him [Christ] who gives me strength” (4:13); “and my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus” (4:19). So joy may be that focus of mind, attitude of heart, and persistence of will that sees Christ as the focus, the center, the purpose, the part and the whole, the beginning and the ends of all things in life.  Wherein is joy? It is in the Lord!
c. So with this joy, humility and sacrifice will be the natural expression of our lives, and this will achieve the unity and harmony among the faithful as well as the purity of doctrine and practice against the faithless. Timothy and Epaphroditus are but lesser examples of the highest reflection of this, which is Christ, whose unparalleled display of humility and sacrifice will not only be for His glory but one that we will all share in “on the day of Christ Jesus” (1:6, 10; 2:16; 3:21). Amen!

4. Some thoughts

This passage is so relevant for us because we too find ourselves in a situation where most people are more concerned about their own interests rather than the interests of Christ and the gospel. Do we regularly ask ourselves how Christ is exalted in our conversations, in our behavior, in our relationships, in our pastimes, in the choice of profession, and in our work effort? Do we even ask ourselves how Christ is exalted in our ministries? Do we do it for ourselves or for one another? If for one another, do we complain? Do we look for what is most comfortable for us? Do we ask ourselves, what are the real needs of our church, and is there anything I can do to help meet those needs? What are my gifts? Am I fully utilizing them for Christ? Do I prefer this life to one that is with Christ in heaven? Do I think like Paul, who considered this life, not better but more necessary for the sake of the work of Christ? 
If we really think not only of our own interests but that of others, how much do we financially support each other? Are we only interested in our brothers’ and sisters’ spiritual welfare because this will cost us the least in time and money? And when we pray, how much time, intensity and focus are given to intercession? 

And why do we come to church late? Or to small groups? Or to Bible studies? Are we wanting to preserve an “I’m better than you” or “You’re serving me” image by doing so? Should we not be early to help set up? Should we not stay later to help clear up? Is this not the spirit of humility, evidenced in service, truly thinking of others and not just ourselves. Yet, we are called to even an higher ethic, namely, “esteem others better than yourselves.” 

Are you shaken within your heart because of the hypocrisy of your current witness as a Christian? You have scheduled your recreation but have you scheduled time to visit the sick, the needy, those in prison, and even those among your friends who you know need your help. And how much patience have you shown?
Do you primarily see life as a game to win? Do you see it as the “pursuit of happiness”? Is life all about how many pleasures that you can amass for yourself? Have you considered the Christian alternative? Life as an experience of drawing nearer to God and drawing others nearer to Him for the praise of the glory of Christ; Life as the pursuit of Christ-like living, to do the highest and most good for the greatest number of people; Life as a journey of discovery, seeking the will of God and doing the same; Life as meaningless apart from Christ and what honors Christ and life as meaningful regardless of circumstance as long as Christ is exalted somehow in you? 

This is the example of Timothy and Epaphroditus, and this is the life message their example conveys to us. These are truly honorable men, and not like how we honor men today. They are honorable to the extent that they honored Christ and humbly considered and served one another, following in His footsteps. God help us in this!
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