
All on the line
Philippians 1:12-30

Next week sees the start of the Rugby World cup.  It’s something that the 
players and teams have prepared for and given everything to for months, 
years even.  They’ve dedicated themselves to training, they’ve made 
personal sacrifices and they’ve focused everything on getting to Japan, ready 
to put it all on the line for their team.

You hear that phrase a lot in rugby matches - putting it ‘all on the line.’  
Commentators pick out the inspirational players who are putting their ‘bodies 
on the line’ - to gain the hard yards or make the big tackles.  Stretching every 
sinew, motivated by the love of their team and nation.  It’s inspirational when 
you see individual players doing it.  And it’s virtually unstoppable when you 
see the whole team doing it.

In Philippians 2:12-30, we read about Paul putting it ‘all on the line.’  His 
personal circumstances, especially his suffering.  His reputation.  His life and 
his death.  He puts it ‘all on the line’ for the driving motive and passion of his 
life - knowing Jesus Christ, and making Him known to others.  And Paul calls 
his dear friends in the Philippian church to do the same, as a team.

First of all, in vv.12-18, Paul tells us the wonderful thing about being in prison.  
He’s under arrest in Rome, chained to a rotating shift of elite Roman soldiers 
for hours at a time.  It’s not exactly comfortable suburban living.

But whilst the church might have been praying for Paul to be set free because 
his circumstances weren’t great, Paul was writing to tell them why things 
were going so well.  The bottom line for Paul is this: because of what is 
happening, the good news about Jesus is spreading.

In v.13, he says that people are hearing the gospel.  People who might not 
otherwise have heard it.  Those Roman soldiers he’s chained to are literally a 
captive audience for Paul.  They’re stuck to him for eight hours at a time, 
watching him pray, hearing him dictate this letter filled with joy in chains 
because of Christ Jesus, talking with him about why he’s here.

There were some 9000 of these elite soldiers at the heart of Rome.  And the 
good news is spreading amongst them because Paul’s chained to a few of 
them, who pass it on to others, who pass it on to others… None of this would 
be happening if Paul was still walking around a free man.
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And in v.14, Paul says that people are speaking the gospel.  People who 
might not otherwise have spoken it.  They’ve seen Paul’s courage in 
witnessing to Jesus despite being chained up for it.  And, as usually happens 
in the history of the church, when the world tries to chain up and shut up 
gospel-speakers, many more spring up in boldness and the good news 
spreads like wildfire.

Paul’s personal freedom is sacrificed.  He’s not able to ‘run with the ball,’ he’s 
stuck on the ground after putting himself on the line for Jesus and His gospel.  
But he looks up, and he’s delighted to see the result - more people are 
hearing, and more people are speaking, the good news of Jesus.  That’s a 
win, as far as Paul is concerned, even if he gets broken in two.

Then Paul says a word in vv.15-18 about those who are preaching Christ in 
place of Paul in Rome.  He says some are doing it with pure motives, others 
are really just jealous of Paul and his ministry, and want to elevate 
themselves and put him down so their ministry can be seen to be ‘best.’  
There’s comparison and competition and identity struggles going on here.

It’s a temptation in everyone’s work and home life, right?  And I’m afraid that 
it’s also true, and perhaps especially true, of churches and ministries.  Find 
the ways to see ours as better than the next person’s, to be content.  But it’s 
a toxic way to live and work and have relationships.

At the heart of this usually unspoken comparison is the envy that Paul speaks 
of in v.15.  That’s a weapon the enemy uses.  When we look at the colleague 
or the friend or the home or the church next to us, we either feel pride 
because we see ourselves better, or despair because we see ourselves 
worse.  That’s the trap that these envious preachers are falling into as they 
stack themselves up against Paul.

But the enemy is completely disarmed of envy and comparison for Paul 
because of one simple thing - he doesn’t care.  He’s not the least bit 
concerned about whether people think this guy’s a better preacher than him 
or not, or whether more people are responding to the gospel outside the 
prison than inside it.

All that’s driving him, as v.18 says, is that ‘Christ is preached.’  The good 
news about Jesus is being spoken, and being heard.  And Paul says because 
of that, he rejoices.  He celebrates with joy!
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How about you?  Can you see your personal circumstances, and especially 
your suffering, as a way for the good news about Jesus to be uniquely 
shared?  Who wouldn’t be hearing the gospel except that you are where you 
are?  Who would speak it more boldly if you show them how to speak good 
news in your situation?

And can you put aside comparing your circumstances, your gifts, and your 
resources with others?  Can you put aside comparing your church, and your 
minister, and your small group with others?  Can you do so because the thing 
that you’re motivated by in all this is that good news about Jesus is being 
spoken and heard?

Where is good news about Jesus being spoken and heard around us?
How shall we celebrate that with joy?

Just a wee aside following vv.15-18 about this thing we do of ‘analysing 
preachers.’  Paul’s not bothered in the least about style - he’s only interested 
in the content of the message shared - good news about Jesus.  But my 
observation is that, whenever people hear preaching about Jesus, if they talk 
about it at all, most will talk about not what was said, but how it was said.

I noticed this especially at a Christian conference recently, where in the coffee 
time following each day’s preaching, everybody turned into a preaching 
pundit with this sort of in depth anaylsis.  Does any of this sound familiar?

‘What did you make of the sermon?’
‘Well, it was at least ten minutes too long.’
‘But he is an engaging speaker, though!’
‘I like how she uses so many illustrations.’
‘I don’t like how he always does that thing with his hands when he’s 
speaking.’
‘I do find it helpful to have those bullet points on screen to help me 
remember.’
‘Really?  I prefer it when she puts full screen pictures up.’
‘He’s too flippant!’
‘He’s too serious!’
‘She’s not as good as… he’s not as good as…’

How many Sunday lunches have spent five minutes on how a preacher 
spoke and absolutely no time at all on what God was telling His people 
through it!  My goodness, who cares?  We need to get past the fluff about the 
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who or the how of the good news being communicated, and talk together 
about what God is saying to us through it.

I get it - it’s a lot easier to default to commenting on a preaching performance 
or how helpful or otherwise you found a Life Group or Huddle this week, 
because the alternative is to talk about how the content of what I heard is 
changing me - and that’s deeper.  But it’s time to start talking to each other 
about that instead of attention spans or rhetorical preferences.

So, Paul put his circumstances and reputation on the line for the sake of 
Jesus Christ and His gospel being made known.  In vv.19-26, we see him put 
more on the line.  He speaks out loud about life and death, and what these 
things mean to him.  In v.20, Paul says,  ‘I want Jesus Christ to be exalted - 
whether that means me living or dying.

Could you say that?  It’s not really a hypothetical question, and for some of us 
that’s nearer the surface every day than for others.  But it’s a point of 
surrender to Jesus to which every disciple is called - can you honestly say to 
Jesus, ‘whichever brings you more glory, and makes your good news known, 
Jesus - my life, or my death.’

I imagine most of us aren’t there yet.  So let Paul tell you how he was able to 
do it, and you can talk about this over lunch.  In v.19 Paul says that it’s 
through the prayers of the church and the help of the Holy Spirit.

These things lead to his ‘deliverance,’ to his ‘being made safe.’  He probably 
doesn’t mean being set free from prison - his suffering circumstance - 
because in v.20 he’s talking about this ‘being made safe’ as if it could be in 
release to life or in the death sentence following his impending trial.

As the church prays for Paul, and as God’s Spirit fills him, he discovers 
‘sufficient courage,’ as v.20 puts it, for putting life and death on the line for 
Christ’s glory.  Last week we learned some things from earlier in the chapter 
about how to pray for each other.  This week, we can add praying for each 
other to know we are ‘safe with God’ and to have ‘sufficient courage.’

Do you know what the persecuted church ask people to pray for?  Sufficient 
courage.  Do you know what dying Christians who see that the race is nearly 
finished ask people to pray for?  Sufficient courage.  Do you know what 
people on the brink of following Jesus but holding back because they fear the 
consequences need prayer for?  Sufficient courage.  So, for our part, can we 
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pray that for one another?  And for God’s part, His Spirit will fill us with all that 
and more.

But there’s more that helps Paul say to Jesus, ‘My life or my death, according 
to your will, for your glory.’  He says these famous words in v.21 - ‘For me, to 
live is Christ and to die is gain.’  And he goes on to describe it like a win-win 
dilemma.

‘Living is great, because it’s knowing and serving Jesus… oh, but dying is 
actually better by far, because it means being with Christ!  I can’t wait for that!  
But then, actually, maybe living is the thing, because I can see what God has 
for me to do here amongst you all…’

Do you see what Jesus being the true heart of Paul’s life means for him as he 
looks at life and death?  It means he’s not living a life of distraction, avoiding 
thoughts and talk of death.  But he’s also not living a life of hopelessness 
without point and purpose that seeks death.  To live is Christ, and to die is 
gain.

Living now is for Jesus - it’s for knowing and loving Him, serving Him and His 
family, helping God’s people to grow in Christlikeness and joy, and helping a 
lost world to hear and believe that Jesus Christ is King and Rescuer.  It’s full 
of joyful Jesus purpose, for as long as Jesus gives us.

But when the time comes, dying… is to be with Jesus.  And it’s not just better.  
It’s better by far.  Do you notice that for Paul, it’s not the idea of ‘going to 
heaven’ that thrills him.  It’s being ‘with Jesus’ - the Saviour he loves more 
than anything or anyone.

Many people’s idea of heaven hasn’t even got Jesus in it.  But Paul’s eyes 
aren’t even on the glorious surroundings of a renewed, perfected new 
heavens and earth.  They’re fixed on Jesus, and just being with Him.  For 
Paul, heaven could be a cowshed as long as Jesus is there.

For me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.  How about for you?  How would 
you fill in the blanks in the sentence about to go up?  And do you notice what 
happens when you fill this in with anything other than Jesus?

For me, to live is _______ and to die is ________.

To live for anything else is for death to be loss.  If it’s for money or 
possessions, to die is to go broke and hand it all over to others.  If it’s for 
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family or other people, to die is to be separated from them permanently.  If it’s 
for pleasure, death will crash the party.  If it’s for power or fame, death will cut 
it off and make it fade.

But living for Christ means dying is gain.  Those who aren’t Christians, do you 
really not believe that?  And if not, why not?  Christians, do we really believe 
that?  If so, then here’s what we’re called to:

No more living in distraction with our fingers in our ears.  We can turn, and 
face the death that is on everyone’s horizon - nearer for some, further for 
others, but there for all to see.  When you face death, it looks very ugly and 
very intimidating.  And that’s why nobody wants to look that way.

But Christians, when you look that direction, you see that behind death 
stands Jesus.  Absolutely looming over him, a thousand times larger and 
brighter and more awesome.  And there is a beauty to behold and anticipate, 
that you are missing when you don’t turn your face this way.

Look that way long enough to see how beautiful and how much greater being 
with Jesus is going to be.  Look that way long enough to smile, and find fear 
give way to peace and anticipation.  Then… turn your head back our way.  
Look at your family, and your church family - whom you are called to love and 
disciple and give your gifts to and grow the joy of.  That’s what Paul does.

In vv.24-26, Paul tears his gaze away from eternity with Jesus to see his 
church family.  And he sees that right here, right now, what he’s called to is to 
help them to grow.  To progress in their faith in Jesus.  And to increase their 
joy in Jesus.  That’s what he’s still here for.  And all of that, along with 
equipping them further for their partnership in making the good news about 
Jesus known.

In vv.27-30, Paul calls the church family to ‘conduct yourselves in a manner 
worthy of the gospel of Christ.’  What he means is, ‘get in the scrum.’  He 
wants to know in v.27 that they’re ‘standing firm in one spirit’ - that’s a battle 
image, the idea of not giving even an inch of ground - and that they are 
‘contending as one for the faith of the gospel’ - that’s a sports image, drawn 
from a team wrestling event of the time.

‘Conducting ourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel’ doesn’t mean ‘talk 
politely and dress nicely on a Sunday.’  It means, ‘get in the scrum’.  It’s more 
than unity in a ‘let’s all be on the same page’ way.  It’s muddy, bloody unity.  
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It’s unity in a ‘let’s all get skin in the game’ way.  Let’s all put ourselves on the 
line together.

Paul doesn’t have a picture of the church being a community where there’s 
eight people on the front line doing all the pushing, and others see 
themselves as physios or subs or water carriers or fans.  Whatever our 
individual gifts, circumstances, personalities and God-given passions, all of 
us, to a man, woman and child, are in that scrum spending ourselves on 
telling good news about Jesus to others.

Do you know that you’re in scrum?  Are you making good news about Jesus 
known to others?  If not, jump in!  Not only because you’ll help with driving 
good news forward in this community - but because it’s in all of us committing 
to this together that we find true unity.

When we’re in the scrum and contending for the gospel, we’re to be unafraid.  
v.28 says that there’s going to be opposition.  vv.29-30 tell the church that 
there’s going to be suffering.  Strangely, that it’s been ‘granted to you to suffer 
for Jesus.’  Good news, everyone, you get to suffer for Jesus!  Why’s that 
good?

Because, just as it was for Paul at the beginning of this passage, it’s in our 
suffering circumstances that we know Jesus more fully and make Him known 
to others more fully.  If everything truly is motivated by that, then suffering 
brings new opportunity.  Including the suffering of opposition.

Opposition is coming.  God is doing new and significant things in and through 
this church.  As we shared with you in June in our vision sermon on Joshua 
1-6, God’s calling us to get ready to take the land in some way.  But that won’t 
come without battle.  It will feel like we’re in a battle, because we will be.  
There’s an enemy that doesn’t want all this to happen.  And there will be 
some human response of opposition to church growing in depth and number 
and noise about Jesus.

But we’re not to be afraid of these things.  As we get in the scrum together, 
locking eyes with that spiritual opposition before we drive against it, 
remember this, and may it help us drive forward with more confidence - the 
match is already won through the victory of Jesus Christ’s death and 
resurrection.

It’s 80-10 to Jesus and those contending alongside Him, with 77 minutes on 
the clock.  The match is beyond any opposition, and with what’s left to play of 
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it, we can give an almighty push as one with this good news, with complete 
unity in the face of anything that gets thrown at us.

The enemy will try to split the pack.  But we won’t have it.  Because we’ll be 
so united, contending as one in the scrum with good news about Jesus, that 
you can’t drive a wedge between us.  And it’s this unity, this muddy, bloody, 
undeniable unity, that will be a sign that points to two things, v.28 says.

It’s a sign to you that you are being saved.  You who are in the scrum, and 
experiencing this all in unity along with the strife and battle and suffering of it, 
you can know that all this points to your being made safe with God, now and 
forever.  For ‘in Jesus’ is who we truly are together.

And it’s a sign to those opposing Jesus and His Kingdom that they are being 
destroyed.  That the way of life that rejects Jesus and refuses to get involved 
in the scrum with Him is going to end and be wiped away at the last.

So, are we all ready to put it all on the line?  Our reputation, our 
circumstances, our lives, our deaths, our whole selves fully in the scrum 
together - to know Jesus and to make Him known to those around us?
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