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COURAGE! 
“For me to live is Christ and to die is gain.” (Philippians 

1:21) 
 

Where does the strength come to face your fears? – to advance 

with a steadfast resolve to either do or die? The apostle Paul 

minces no words about his unwavering determination, when he 

wrote, “I eagerly expect and hope that I will in no way be 

ashamed, but will have sufficient courage so that now as always 

Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death.” Philippians 1:20. 
 

There is a military ring to his words. Paul is writing from imprisonment. He has been guarded by Roman soldiers, 

having exercised his rights as a Roman citizen by appealing to Caesar. He has been in the custody of the 

Romans for a time, but he rejoices that his chains have given the gospel access to the palace guard. The 

Christian faith was spreading from prisoner to his captors. 
 

He is writing to Christians in Philippi, a city that prided itself in its ties with Rome. Dennis E. Johnson in his 

excellent commentary on Philippians in the Reformed Commentary Series wrote the following about Philippi. 
 

By the time that Paul, Silas, and their team reached Philippi, this city in eastern Macedonia already had 

a colorful history. Four centuries earlier, the city had been taken over by King Phillip II of Macedonia, the 

father of Alexander the Great – hence the name Philippi. In the century before Paul arrived, Julius 

Caesar’s nephew Octavian and the general Marc Anthony defeated Caesar’s assassins in a decisive 

battle fought just outside Philippi, and the victors celebrated their triumph by constituting Philippi a Roman 

colony. That meant that citizens of Philippi had the same legal rights and privileges as citizens of Rome, 

the capital of the empire. Many retired army veterans settled in Philippi, adding to the city’s “Roman 

flavor,” which was reflected in its architecture and language. Although surrounded by Greek-speaking 

communities in the eastern Mediterranean, Philippi had Latin as its official language. Not surprisingly, 

Philippi prided itself on its religious devotion to the Roman emperors, in addition to worshiping indigenous 

pagan deities.1 
 

Patriotism flourished in Philippi. Being a citizen was a big deal! It is interesting that Paul, when he writes to the 

Philippians about living the Christian life, uses a Greek word that speaks about “being a good citizen” rather that 

his customary approach, the Christian “walk.” 

 

Philippians 1:27 Whatever 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. 
 

Better translation – conduct yourself as “citizens” worthy of the gospel of Christ. 
 

Johnson pointed out the whole book of Philippians is full of military terms., which is truly fitting for a military town 

with active-duty troops and retirees from the Roman legion there.2  Johnson’s commentary has given me an new 

understanding of the book of Philippians. In the past, I thought the theme was encouragement and joy amid 

trouble. I now see it as a training manual for combat. The placement of Philippians after Ephesians is significant.  

Ephesians closes with putting the armor on and telling us to stand firm. Philippians is all about the fight. 
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1 Denis E. Johnson, Philippians. Reformed Expository Commentary Series. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2013, 4–5. 
2 Ibid., 89. 
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Overview of this brief series 
 

We are taking a break from our study of Romans, in all fairness, for those who gathered before the Covid19 

shutdown and are unable to connect to our media services In the meantime, we will look at lessons from 

Philippians on the Christian life. 
 

Military approach? It fits. 
 

Table 1. Military overview? 

Galatians 
 

What to fight for – the Gospel 
 

Behavior 

Ephesians 
 
You are drafted (election) 
 
Unit cohesion 
 

• Now Jews and Gentiles 
 

• Need to work together  
 
Introduction of your officers 
 

• Christ 
 

• Apostles & Prophets 
 

• Pastor / Teacher 
 

Behavior 
 

Put on the Armor 
 

Philippians 
 
Essential elements of waging a 
good warfare 
 

• Courage 
 

• To stand together 
 

• Duty & Morale (joy) 
esprit de corps 

 
             e-spree duh kawr 

 

Overview of first chapter 
 

Table 2. Philippians 1 
 
1Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus,  
 

To all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the 
overseers and deacons:  
 
2 Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ.  
 
3 I thank my God every time I remember you. 4 In all my prayers for 
all of you, I always pray with joy 5 because of your partnership in 
the gospel from the first day until now, 6 being confident of this, that 
he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until 
the day of Christ Jesus.  
 

 

7 It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you 
in my heart; for whether I am in chains or defending and confirming 
the gospel, all of you share in God's grace with me. 8 God can testify 
how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus.  
 

 
Paul & Timothy 
 
To Philippian believers 
 
Grace and Peace to you 
 
 
Paul remembers his time with them on 
his second and third missionary journeys 
(Acts 16:16–40, 19:1–6) 
 
Confident that what God began, God will 
finish 
 

Expression of Paul’s love for them 
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Table 2. Philippians 1, continued 
 

9 And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more 
in knowledge and depth of insight, 10 so that you may be able to 
discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day 
of Christ, 11 filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through 
Jesus Christ--to the glory and praise of God.  
 

12 Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me 
has really served to advance the gospel. 13 As a result, it has 
become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone 
else that I am in chains for Christ. 14 Because of my chains, most 
of the brothers in the Lord have been encouraged to speak the 
word of God more courageously and fearlessly.  
 

15 It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but 
others out of goodwill. 16 The latter do so in love, knowing that I am 
put here for the defense of the gospel. 17 The former preach Christ 
out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir 
up trouble for me while I am in chains. 18 But what does it matter? 
The important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives 
or true, Christ is preached. And because of this I rejoice.  
 

Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, 19 for I know that through your 
prayers and the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ, what has 
happened to me will turn out for my deliverance. 20 I eagerly expect 
and hope that I will in no way be ashamed, but will have sufficient 
courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, 
whether by life or by death. 21 For to me, to live is Christ and to die 
is gain. 22 If I am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful 
labor for me. Yet what shall I choose? I do not know! 23 I am torn 
between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is 
better by far; 24 but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the 
body. 25 Convinced of this, I know that I will remain, and I will 
continue with all of you for your progress and joy in the faith, 26 so 
that through my being with you again your joy in Christ Jesus will 
overflow on account of me.  
 

27 Whatever 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 28 
without 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. 29 For it has been granted to you on behalf 
of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him, 30 
since you are going through the same struggle you saw I had, and 
now hear that I still have.  
 

 
Paul’s prayer for them 

• Love may abound 

• Be pure & blameless 

• Filled with fruit of righteousness 
(right deeds) 
 

The good in Paul’s imprisonment 

• Gospel is being spread  

• Others have stepped up to 
courageously and fearlessly 
speak 

 
 
[verses 15–19, will come back to this 
passage next week] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What the Philippian prayers have 
accomplished 

• Help given by the Holy Spirit 

• God’s will (life or death) 

• Courage 
 

Paul’s aim – that Christ will be exalted 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Whatever happens, if I live or die, if I 
come to you or are absent  

• Conduct yourselves as “citizens” 
of the gospel of Christ 

• Stand firm – in unity 

• Not being terrified at the 
opposition (have courage) 

• Suffering is to be expected 
 

You saw my former struggles (when he 
was in Philippi – beating and 
imprisonment) 
 

You now hear of my present struggles 
You can expect the same! 
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What can we learn from this passage? 
 

1) Paul has an amazing mindset.  

• He is soliciting others to share it 

• We are what we think – if we think we are defeated, guess what? We will not rise to the occasion. 

• Obstacles are either, steppingstones or will trip us up. It depends on how we handle them.  
 

Think about it. Paul is in chains as a prisoner. His chains are not a hindrance to him. He has been traveling over 

the known world of his day and now he can’t go anywhere except to be chained to a Roman soldier. 
 

Paul is a one objective man. He is living to serve Christ and to get out the gospel. If Paul cannot do it the way 

he had planned, what is he to do? You know the old saying, “there is more than one way to skin a cat.” For Paul, 

a closed door is a challenge. There must be some other way. 

 

Why is Paul encouraged? 

• He is sharing the gospel to his Roman guards, and it is being talked about in the halls of power in Rome.  

• He is encouraged that other Christians have been emboldened to share their faith because of his 

imprisonment. 
 

A courageous, positive, unflinchingly full of faith Christian suffering for Christ and boldly testifying of Christ, is 

like a megaphone to the world telling the onlookers that such an individual has something that most people do 

not have.  
 

Unfortunately, Christians can be very nasty to those who oppose them. When they act that way, they are no 

different than the world around them. Ugly speech is not contending for the faith. It is a blot to the name of Christ! 

Courageous and faith-filled suffering has done much to advance the cause of Christ. 
 

Did you notice the thankfulness of the Apostle Paul for the Philippian Christians? He naturally thinks about other 

people. This is the kind of person we all like to be around. He was winsome. He was likeable. For such people 

to be ill-treated, to suffer, elicits from those who see it, the cry, “No, no, this is not right!” “This can’t be!” A sense 

of injustice would fill the air. 
 

This passage shows the magnetic power of a confident, gracious Christian witness. Paul wanted Christ to be 

exalted (magnified) in his body, whether he lived or died, Paul wanted to live for Christ or die for Christ. It did not 

matter to him. 
 

2) In the life or death consideration going through Paul’s mind, which he has so plainly revealed to us – 

he presents the choice between two good options. 

• It was not – I may live – that is good, or I may die – that’s bad. 

• Death was not something to be feared for Paul was looking forward to what is on the other side and he 

was confident that it would fare well with him.  

• Do you have that confidence? 

• The joys of Heaven are not granted to those who are good enough. It is a gracious gift. Christ came to 

save sinners. That is good news. That is why it is called the gospel. Paul confessed that he was a sinner 

and looked to Christ to forgive him and deliver him from sin’s penalty and power. 
 

3) We see in Paul a resoluteness to do his duty, NO MATTER WHAT THE COST! 
 

If you are fearful by nature, you will be taken back by those times you are called upon to act in situations where 

you normally would be afraid, but you just act. In the course of duty, there is no time for fear. The matter at hand 

looms large. Soldiers and first responders drill for the action they will be called up to enact. When the time comes, 

they just do what they were trained to do. It is hard to focus on fear and duty at the same time. 
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When individuals do brave things, and are commended for the things they did, what is the typical response?  

Isn’t it, “I was just doing my duty?” Bravery is an unconscious act. It is amazing what people will do out of 

necessity. 
 

It is foolish to worry and fear before the thing you dread. You will need that emotion, the fight or flight rush, to 

face the challenge. It is however very natural to fear beforehand. 
 

Paul, who was a battle-worn Christian in the struggle against the world, the flesh and the Devil, expressed his 

concern about not being ashamed (no doubt cowardice). He was confident that such would not be the case for 

two reasons in verse 19: 
 

1. The prayers of the Christians at Philippi 

2. The help of the Holy Spirit 
 

Philippians 1:18–21, Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, 19 for I know that through your prayers and the 

help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ, what has happened to me will turn out for my deliverance. 20 I 

eagerly expect and hope that I will in no way be ashamed, but will have sufficient courage so that now 

as always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death. 21 For to me, to live is Christ and 

to die is gain. 

 

We will have the courage when we need it. Not before! Beforehand it is just bravado. Courage emerges in the 

course of duty. For the Christian, God will give what is needed, when it is needed. 
 

Takeaway 
 

As Christians, we are in a world hostile to our message. Most will treat us with indifference, but at times we can 

expect to suffer for our faith. Paul gave himself as a case in point. 
 

Listen to how, Paul closes this section of the epistle 
 

 Philippians 1:27–30 27 Whatever 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 28 without 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. 29 For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, 

but also to suffer for him, 30 since you are going through the same struggle you saw I had, and now hear 

that I still have.  

There are going to be many things in life that you do not want to do, but you need to do. Things you may even 

dread.  

Some people think that suicide is a way out instead of facing a difficult situation. Such would be an escape, no 

different that giving yourself to drinking to drown your sorrows away. That is not what Paul was talking about, 

when he said, “to die is gain.” The last thing that Paul would do is to take his own life. To lay down his life in a 

good cause, - yes! to commit self-murder- No! 

We need to face life’s difficulties, not run from them, in the power of the Holy Spirit. Later in this epistle Paul will 

say, “I can do everything through him who gives me strength’ (Phil 4:13). 

  

Worry, fear, lethargy, depression, unruly emotions are all tools Satan can use to keep one immobilized and 

ineffective as a witness for Christ. Once we get moving and doing what we should be doing, these impediments 
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often evaporate as the morning dew with the rising sun. Though not from the Bible, there is a reason for the 

saying, “An idle mind, is the devil’s workshop.”  

Take courage, gird up the loins of your mind. Advance. There is a task to be done for Christ and His glory. 


