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Parting Words: Christ, the Center 

Philippians 1:12-30 

 

Introduction: The Secret of the Christian Life 

It seems like people are always trying to find the secret to something.  You know, we want to 

find the secret to financial security, or perhaps the perfect marriage.  We try to find the secret to 

raising perfect kids.  (Trust me:  that’s one is non-existent.  There are no perfect kids.)  Or, 

perhaps were looking for the secret to looking younger…or older, depending on your 

perspective.   

 

Is there a secret to living the Christian life?  Yes, there is and it is found in one word – one 

Person:  Christ. 

 

When you first called me here to be your Lead Pastor, a pastor that I greatly admire advised me, 

“Teach them to abide in Christ.”  He was, of course, referring to Jesus’ words to his disciples in 

John 15: “Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in 

the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me. I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever 

abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing” 

(vss. 4-5).   This “secret” to the Christian life is found throughout the writings of the Apostle 

Paul in the New Testament: 

   

 “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” 

(Galatians 2:20). 

 “Therefore, as you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in him…” (Colossians 2:6). 

 “…you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God” (Colossians 3:3). 

 “I can do all things through him who strengthens me” (Philippians 4:13) 

 

But not only did the Apostle Paul write about abiding in Christ and union with him, he also 

modeled it in how he lived – even in the most difficult of circumstances. 
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Text – Philippians 1:12-30 

I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the 

gospel, so that it has become known throughout the whole imperial guard and to all the rest that 

my imprisonment is for Christ. And most of the brothers, having become confident in the Lord 

by my imprisonment, are much more bold to speak the word without fear. 

 

Some indeed preach Christ from envy and rivalry, but others from good will. The latter do it out 

of love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel. The former proclaim Christ out 

of selfish ambition, not sincerely but thinking to afflict me in my imprisonment. What then? 

Only that in every way, whether in pretense or in truth, Christ is proclaimed, and in that I rejoice. 

 

Yes, and I will rejoice, for I know that through your prayers and the help of the Spirit of Jesus 

Christ this will turn out for my deliverance, as it is my eager expectation and hope that I will not 

be at all ashamed, but that with full courage now as always Christ will be honored in my body, 

whether by life or by death. For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain. If I am to live in the 

flesh, that means fruitful labor for me. Yet which I shall choose I cannot tell. I am hard pressed 

between the two. My desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better. But to remain in 

the flesh is more necessary on your account. Convinced of this, I know that I will remain and 

continue with you all, for your progress and joy in the faith, so that in me you may have ample 

cause to glory in Christ Jesus, because of my coming to you again. 

 

Only let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that whether I come and see 

you or am absent, I may hear of you that you are standing firm in one spirit, with one mind 

striving side by side for the faith of the gospel, and not frightened in anything by your opponents. 

This is a clear sign to them of their destruction, but of your salvation, and that from God. For it 

has been granted to you that for the sake of Christ you should not only believe in him but also 

suffer for his sake, engaged in the same conflict that you saw I had and now hear that I still have. 

 

Christ at the Center of Circumstances 

The Apostle Paul was the ultimate optimist.  No one besides Jesus suffered more than Paul did.  

He was scourged, beaten, stoned, and shipwrecked.  He was always traveling, never setting down 
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roots.  He always had enemies and was in constant danger.  And as he writes his letter to the 

Philippians, he was chained to Roman guard night and day.  And yet in all of his difficult 

circumstances, he sees the good in it and rejoices.  He’s either mad, or has tapped into some 

inner source of strength that transcends the limits of the human soul.   

 

Remember, Paul has a unique and warm relationship with the Philippian believers because they 

have partnered with him in the gospel.  Part of his motivation for writing this letter is to thank 

them for their generous gift and to give a report of how he is doing.  His joyous report even in 

the midst of trying circumstances must have surprised and encouraged the church.   

 

In the first section of our text today, he finds joy in two situations which, on the surface, seem to 

be not good at all.  The first is the fact that he is a prisoner in Rome.  For a long time, Paul had 

desired to go to Rome and preach the gospel.  By the time that he finally got to Rome, he had 

been a prisoner for over two years and had endured a terrifying sea voyage and a devastating 

shipwreck.  To finally be in Rome, the seat of ultimate power and influence in the world at the 

time and be in chains must have been confusing and frustrating to a man who had traveled freely 

for many years preaching the gospel.  The natural response would have been disappointment and 

bitterness at his confining state as he finally reached his goal.  It would be a lot like the 

experience of many seniors who work hard for years and years planning a rewarding retirement 

only to become physically disabled by the time they reach that point.   

 

But Paul didn’t consider his imprisonment to be a hindrance.  He couldn’t change his 

circumstances so he looked to see how God was working through them.  And God was working 

powerfully!  The many different Roman guards who were chained to him had to listen to his 

conversations with people who visited with the Apostle.  And you know, Paul always talked 

about Jesus and the gospel.  They saw the consistency in his life between what he said and how 

he lived.  What powerful evangelism!  Paul reports that the whole imperial guard had heard the 

gospel.  Without being imprisoned, the Apostle would have never had that kind of access to the 

halls of power.  We know that many became followers of Christ, as Paul sends greetings to the 

Philippians from the believers in Caesar’s household (4:21).  As for the other believers in Rome, 
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they were emboldened in sharing their faith because of Paul’s example.  No wonder he rejoiced 

at the wonderful unconventional ways of God! 

 

Some of you also live in chains and you’re wondering why.  Young mothers often feel chained at 

home as their care of their young children demands their attention every minute and every hour 

of every day.  It is exhausting work and sometimes difficult to see the impact that you are having 

in caring for and shaping the souls of your children.  There is, however, no greater calling than to 

be a mother.  Some of you feel chained by your physical disabilities.  Fanny Crosby was chained 

to the darkness by her blindness but she became a blessing to millions for generations to come 

through the writing of her wonderful hymns like Blessed Assurance, All the Way My Savior 

Leads Me, and To God Be the Glory.  Some of you feel chained by your job or other 

circumstances.  Richard Wurbrand was imprisoned and tortured for thirteen years in Communist 

Romania but God used that experience to inspire millions of Christians and to launch a powerful 

ministry supporting the persecuted church.  God is working even in the midst of your trying 

circumstances.  Open your spiritual eyes and rejoice in what he is doing.   

 

One of the hardest things to endure is opposition and enemies within the church.  God’s will is 

that we get along and be reconciled to one another.  But we are imperfect people who have 

different perspectives and we don’t always see eye to eye.  We don’t exactly know their 

motivation or what they were doing, but there were some evangelists in the Roman church who 

were preaching the gospel in order to antagonize the Apostle Paul.  They weren’t preaching 

heresy or Paul would have condemned them as he did with the legalistic Judaizers in his letter to 

the Galatians.  Whatever they were doing, when they would preach the gospel, they didn’t put in 

a good word for the Apostle in chains.  I don’t know how you would react.  I would probably 

resent them and be bitter.  They were piling on his misfortune.  But not Paul.  He rejoiced that 

the gospel was being preached no matter what the motivation.  That’s not normal.  That’s 

supernatural.   

 

Christ at the Center of the Future 

I love what Paul writes next, “Yes, and I will rejoice” (vs. 18b).  It’s like he is saying, “I know 

it’s unbelievable, but I will rejoice.”  At this point in his letter, his reflection becomes very 
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personal.  He is awaiting trial before the Emperor and he does not know whether he will be 

released or executed.  His perspective here is quite inspiring and illuminating.  He has no fear of 

death, in fact, he seems to prefer it.  I have found such an attitude with many of the older people 

that I have had the privilege to minister to.  I’ve seen many face death with joyful anticipation 

and without fear.  The longer they have walked with God, the more real and desirable heaven has 

become to them.  But they are often torn.  They know that their departure from this life will bring 

grief to those who love them.   

 

It was the same with the Apostle.  He knew that he had a very important role in supporting the 

churches like the one in Philippi.  He knew that his departure from this life would result in a loss 

for the church.  So he writes that he is torn between two options: to remain and be a blessing to 

the churches or to depart this world and be with Christ.  He says it plainly, “For to me to live is 

Christ, and to die is gain” (v. 21).  As you read through the letter, it becomes clear that Paul 

really does not know what will happen, but to encourage the Philippians, he writes that he 

believes he will be released in order to continue his ministry to them.   

 

In all this, Paul is motivated by one thing:  the progress of the gospel of Christ.  His eyes are 

open and his antennae tuned to anything that will further the cause of his beloved Lord.  Even in 

the midst of hardship, he sees God at work and so he rejoices.  When considering the outcome of 

his trial, he longs to depart this life in order to be Christ’s presence, unfettered by the limitations 

of his mortal life.  But he is willing to go on if it means greater progress for the gospel. 

 

Christ, the Center of Life 

And so, he encourages the Philippian church to share his same perspective and live in such a way 

that is worthy of the gospel of Christ.  Like Paul, they were suffering persecution because of 

their faith in Christ.  They lived in a Roman colony where Caesar was lord but they boldly 

proclaimed, “Jesus is Lord.”  It’s like wearing an Aaron Rodgers jersey to a Vikings game…only 

ten times worse with eternal consequences.  It’s likely, too, that the church was also being 

pummeled by persecution from the same Jewish factions that dogged Paul and Silas while they 

were in Philippi.  Paul is their example for steadfastness in persecution.  He reminds them that it 

is a privilege to share in the sufferings of Jesus.  Later in the letter, he declares that his greatest 
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goal in life is “…that I may know him and the power of his resurrection and may share his 

sufferings, becoming like him in his death…” (3:10). 

 

Christ was at the center of everything in Paul’s life.  He learned the secret of victorious living 

even in the midst of suffering and trying circumstances.  He bore much fruit because, as Jesus 

taught, he abided in Christ.  How do you overcome your circumstances by abiding in Christ?  Let 

me give you three very practical things: 

 

1. Saturate your mind in the Word of God.  During trials, I have found the Psalms, 

especially to be a life-line of spiritual sustenance.  The psalms give you the words to pray 

when you don’t know how to pray.  Read the Gospels and encounter Jesus there.  Read 

the Old Testament and observe the holiness and faithfulness of God.  But do not read just 

to read.  Read to hear the very word of God and feel his heartbeat.  Especially in the 

midst of difficulty, when your heart is open to him, God will speak to you powerfully 

through his written word.  

2. Cultivate worship and a constant awareness of God’s presence.  You were made for 

fellowship with God.  He is always with you, even in the most mundane activities of life.  

Make everything you do an act that brings honor to him.  Some of you know the little 

book, Practicing the Presence of God, by Brother Lawrence who was a lowly dishwasher 

and kitchen helper in a monastery.  But he learned to abide in Christ by cultivating an 

awareness of God’s presence in everything he did.  God is with you if you only have eyes 

to see and ears to hear.   

3. Obey what Christ tells you to do.   Jesus said it simply, “If you love me, keep my 

commandments” (John 14:15), and “If you keep my commandments, you will abide in 

my love…” (John 15:10).  It is very simple.  Obey Christ and you will abide in him.   

 

The “secret” to living the Christian life is abiding in Christ.  We abide in Christ by saturating our 

mind with Scripture, cultivating an awareness of his presence, and obedience.  The “secret” is 

not for the spiritually elite.  It is for you.  It is for me.  And abiding in Christ will enable you and 

me to overcome and rejoice in any circumstance that may come our way.    
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St. Patrick’s Breastplate Prayer 

A man who understood abiding in Christ was St. Patrick, the evangelist who brought the gospel 

to Ireland.  To Patrick, Christ was everything.  Part of his legacy was this wonderful prayer: 

 

I arise today 

Through the strength of Christ’s birth with his baptism, 

Through the strength of his crucifixion with his burial, 

Through the strength of his resurrection with his ascension, 

Through the strength of his descent for the Judgment Day. 

 

Christ to shield me today 

Against poison, against burning, 

Against drowning, against wounding, 

So that there may come to me abundance of reward. 

Christ with me, Christ before me, Christ behind me, 

Christ in me, Christ beneath me, Christ above me, 

Christ on my right, Christ on my left, 

Christ when I lie down, Christ when I sit down, Christ when I arise, 

Christ in the heart of every man who thinks of me, 

Christ in the mouth of everyone who speaks of me, 

Christ in every eye that sees me, 

Christ in every ear that hears me. 

 

I arise today through the strength of Christ. 

 

Indeed, it was to the Philippians that Paul wrote, “I can do all things through him who 

strengthens me” (Philippians 4:13) 

 

Song of Response: In Christ Alone 

 

 


