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What is the ChurCh?



Friends:

What is the church? Is it a club, like 
a book club or a ball team that you 
might join for a while, as you wish? 
Or is it a volunteer organization like a 
food pantry or a social-service program 
dedicated to helping people? What’s the 
difference between a local church and a 
neighborhood association with potlucks 
and clothing drives? What does it mean 
to be a people called out and gathered, 
filled, equipped, and driven by the Holy Spirit?

If the church is directed and run the Holy Spirit, then it is much 
more than a fan club for Jesus. If we are called and joined to 
Christ’s body by God himself, then there is no other gathering like 
the church, and Christians will live intently in relationship with one 
another and with God.

This May, Jul Medenblik explores some of these questions about 
the nature of the church as designed by God, looking especially 
through the lenses of Ascension Day and Pentecost, which we 
celebrate this month. 

Then in June, Scott Hoezee digs deep into the apostle Paul’s letter 
to the church in Philippi. In many ways, Philippians examines the 
life of the church through one particular congregation as they are 
challenged to adopt the mind of Christ in their everyday living. 

May you be refreshed, refocused, and renewed in God’s Word!

—Steven Koster
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Philippians: The Mind of Christ

Scott Hoezee

Paul’s letter to his sisters and brothers in the city of Philippi may 
be the warmest and friendliest of his thirteen New Testament let-
ters. But this doesn’t mean everything in the church at Philippi was 
perfect or that Paul didn’t know there were threats to their unity 
in Christ. Threats and challenges happen in every church. So Paul 
offers advice on how to adopt the humility of Jesus as a way to 
promote unity in the church. And throughout the entire letter Paul’s 
head-over-heels love for Christ and for the good news of salvation is 
on display. As we examine Philippians this month, we will be chal-
lenged to adopt the very mind of Christ so that in every way our 
love for God and for one another may overflow to the glory of our 
almighty Lord and Savior!

Scott Hoezee is an ordained minister in the Christian Reformed 
Church who served two congregations before joining the faculty at 
Calvin Theological Seminary in 2005 as the director of its Center for 
Excellence in Preaching. He is the author of numerous books, reviews, 
and articles, and he is a cohost of the radio program Groundwork. He 
is married to Rosemary Apol, and they have two adult children and a 
Boston terrier named Chester.



In letters or emails that we write 
today, we place our signature 
at the end. And, depending on 
whom we are writing, we ad-
just the way we sign. You don’t 
sign an email to your boss with 
“Love, George.” And you don’t 
treat your spouse aloofly by 
signing “Regards, Jane.”

Back in Paul’s day, people 
signed their letters at the be-
ginning, and the greeting often 
gave a preview of what was to 
come. In Philippians we can 
tell right away that this letter 
is going to be full of love and 
warmth. Paul calls his readers 
saints, “God’s holy people,” and 
showers them with grace and 
peace “from God our Father 
and the Lord Jesus Christ.” 
Then he makes clear how 
thankful he is for them. They 
are gospel partners, coworkers 
in whom God is doing a great 
thing—and this comes with a 
promise that God will bring 

his work to completion. Paul 
reveals his pastor’s heart here 
by offering great encourage-
ment and displaying deep care 
and affection for the Christians 
living and working in Philippi.

We all need to know that we’re 
loved, and we all need encour-
agement. We need someone to 
see God’s work in our lives, call 
it out for us, name it, and give 
thanks for it.

The Philippians needed that 
kind of encouragement. So 
Paul makes sure it is the first 
thing they receive in this lov-
ing, pastoral letter.

Thank you, dear Lord, for 
loving us and for encour-
aging us by your Spirit. 
Your grace and peace 
are our very life. In Jesus, 
Amen.

I thank my God every time I remember you.		   
� —Philippians 1:3

Philippians 1:1-6	 FRIDAY, JUNE 1

YOU ARE LOVED



The Philippians had heard that 
Paul was in prison. Paul wrote 
several of his letters from a 
jail cell, chains clanking from 
his wrists as he composed his 
epistles. But that did not stop 
up his love. “You are in my 
heart,” Paul says, and he adds, 
in effect, “It doesn’t matter 
whether I am in jail or where 
I am; my love for you is ex-
pressed in every beating of my 
heart. I am not so focused on 
my own problems that I can 
no longer think of you all.” It 
seems that the only thing that 
really bothers Paul about being 
in prison is that he can’t travel, 
can’t visit these dear Philippian 
sisters and brothers in Christ.

Many of us have met people 
who seem unable to see past 
their own troubles and to think 
about the needs of others. 
Maybe they carry around old 
grudges. Talk to old so-and-so 
for more than five minutes, 

for instance, and you will hear 
all about how unfairly he got 
fired from a job 25 years ago. 
But the person whose heart is 
aflame with the love of Christ 
will always be focused on 
others and how best to show 
God’s love to them. Jesus set 
the example for this when, 
even as he hung dying on the 
cross, he asked a disciple to 
take care of his mother (John 
19:25-27).

This is a marker of true, uncon-
ditional love. Paul had it for the 
Philippians, and nothing could 
distract him from it.

God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of 
Christ Jesus.� —Philippians 1:8

Philippians 1:7-8	 SATURDAY, JUNE 2

LOVING THE OTHER

Forgive us, dear God, 
when our selfishness 
blinds us from seeing 
and caring for the people 
around us. Open our eyes 
to all whom you would 
have us love in your 
name. Amen.



Paul knew how to pack a lot 
into a little. In just three verses 
today we find deep insight. Yes, 
Paul is thankful for the Philip
pians, but thanksgiving is not 
his only prayer. He also wants 
their love to abound. But not 
in some sentimental, greeting-
card kind of way.

For the Christian, love is more 
than sentiment. It also involves 
depth of insight, discernment, 
and the ability to figure out 
what is best in a given situation. 
It prompts us to ask, “What will 
help me be the most transpar-
ent to Jesus when I encounter 
this or that situation?”

We don’t typically associate 
love with a furrowed brow 
as we figure out the most fit-
ting way to act. But Christlike 
love involves exactly that kind 
of thoughtfulness. The goal is 
to produce spiritual fruit that 

reflects Jesus and also points 
others in his direction.

When we read in John 3:16 
that God “so loved the world,” 
we know that God’s plan of 
salvation was behind that di-
vine love. Yes, such love did 
involve warmth and ardor, but 
God’s working out of our salva-
tion required a lot of holy dis-
cernment too. Do we think it 
was easy to solve our sin prob-
lem? It cost the life of God’s 
only Son!

As we are called to love, we 
are also called to the God-like 
activity of fruitful hard think-
ing so that in all things we will 
bring glory to God in Christ.

Grant us discerning hearts, 
dear God, that we may 
better understand you 
and how to bring your 
love to others around us. 
Amen.

This is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more 
in knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able to 
discern what is best. . . .� —Philippians 1:9-10

Philippians 1:9-11	 SUNDAY, JUNE 3

THOUGHTFUL LOVE



If you hear that a former pas-
tor is in prison, you get con-
cerned. What happened? Did 
he do something terrible? The 
Philippians had heard that Paul 
was in prison, so Paul reas-
sured them that he was there 
because of his mission to share 
the good news about Jesus.

And to that Paul added an 
encouragement: the gospel 
was being preached more as a 
result of his being a prisoner 
for Christ! That was good 
news, but there was a flipside: 
some of those preachers had 
some very wrong, selfish mo-
tivations. For some reason they 
preached against Paul even 
as they preached the gospel. 
Maybe envy drove them to 
try to turn the spotlight onto 
themselves. That wasn’t honest 
or Christlike at all.

But how did Paul respond to 
that? “What does it matter?” he 

wrote. Really?! Didn’t it bother 
him that some were preach-
ing out of selfish ambition? 
Apparently not. Why? Because 
Paul was head over heels in 
love with Jesus and the good 
news of salvation. So if Christ 
was being preached and the 
message rang true, hallelujah!

That jaw-dropping truth is a 
challenge for us all. Do we 
love Jesus so much that we 
can let other concerns drop? 
Even if we don’t like a cer-
tain preacher, are we excited 
enough about the gospel to 
rejoice that it is being shared 
anyway? That’s a tough one. 
But by grace Paul achieved 
that mindset. We can too.

What does it matter? The important thing is that in every way, 
whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached. And be-
cause of this I rejoice.� —Philippians 1:18

Philippians 1:12-18	 MONDAY, JUNE 4

WHAT DOES IT MATTER?

Fill us with love for you 
and for your gospel, Lord. 
Help us to celebrate wher-
ever and whenever your 
Word is preached. Amen.



In yesterday’s verses we saw 
that Paul loved the gospel so 
much that he could put up with 
selfishly motivated preachers. 
Now Paul increases our awe at 
his Christ-saturated view of life 
by saying that even if he dies, 
it will somehow work out for 
God’s glory. It’s not that Paul 
wants to die, but he knows that 
if God grants him the courage 
to stay true to Christ, even his 
own death will bring glory to 
God.

Once again we are challenged. 
But this fits a larger New Testa
ment pattern. After all, we pro-
claim that Jesus was glorified 
on the cross. But in the Roman 
world cross and glory were not 
words anyone would put to-
gether. A cross was an instru-
ment of terror, a threat to scare 
people into paying their taxes 
and never say anything against 
Caesar, the Roman emperor. 
If you ended up on a cross, it 

was the shameful end of you. 
Period.

Yet Jesus’ death opened up the 
pathway to eternal life. He was 
somehow exalted on that spit 
of wood. Paul knew this. He 
wrote about it in all of his let-
ters and preached it wherever 
he went. The kingdom of God 
is an upside-down reality and 
is the only way to flip a sinful 
world that is already upside-
down.

To live is Christ, and to die is 
gain. It is that simple. It is that 
profound. The remarkable 
truth is that our only hope is 
Christ!

Whether we live or die, 
dear Lord, help us to re-
member that we are yours 
so that, in life as well as in 
death, we will bring you 
glory! In Jesus, Amen.

To me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.		   
� —Philippians 1:21

Philippians 1:18b-21	 TUESDAY, JUNE 5

IN THE CROSS OF CHRIST I GLORY



Paul had never been with 
Jesus like the other apostles, 
most of whom had been Jesus’ 
disciples. He met Jesus in a vi-
sion on the road to Damascus 
(Acts 9). And he was eager to 
experience having full life with 
Christ in his presence forever.

Yet he loved the life he had 
here on earth, and he loved 
the Philippians and all others 
who needed to hear about and 
grow in the love of Christ. So 
Paul was torn, and he sensed 
that his going to be with Jesus 
would wait. He hoped to re-
turn to Philippi to enjoy the 
people’s fellowship and deep-
en their faith.

Paul lays out his heart here 
for all to see. And what we 
see is love, love, love. Love 
for God, love for Jesus, love 
for the gospel, love for sisters 
and brothers in the church. 
An old song says, “They will 

know we are Christians by our 
love.” Certainly we see Paul’s 
Christlikeness in his lavish love.

One of the saddest things I 
have ever heard about a pastor 
was that a person said, “That 
pastor just does not love his 
people.” Unsurprisingly, min-
istry derails where there is no 
love. By Paul’s example, we see 
again the importance of love 
for God and love for neighbor 
at the center of ministry. Jesus 
stated that these two loves 
summarize the whole will of 
God. Paul understood that, 
and we can too.

Help us to revel in your 
presence, dear God, both 
on this earth and in the 
life to come. May we love 
others from the overflow 
of our ardent love for 
you. In Christ, Amen.

I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; but 
it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body.		
� —Philippians 1:23-24

Philippians 1:22-26	 WEDNESDAY, JUNE 6

TO BE WHERE JESUS IS



Sometimes Christians appear 
a little shaky. Some lash out at 
critics. In some cases, because 
of fears that a “culture war” 
might cause trouble for the 
church, some Christians urge 
people to engage in hardball 
politics to try to get their way.

Make no mistake: Paul tells the 
Philippians to stand firm and 
not to compromise the gospel. 
We have enemies to face. But 
we have to face them in a way 
that is consistent with the gos-
pel and with Jesus, who will-
ingly suffered rather than lash 
out in anger. “Don’t be scared 
of those who oppose you,” 
Paul says, in effect; “fear is for 
uncertain people. But if we are 
certain that we have already 
won the victory in Jesus, then 
we have nothing to fear, and 
our confidence proves to our 
enemies that they have already 
lost!”

These verses from Philippians 
deliver a daunting challenge. 
For Paul’s first readers, this was 
not easy to do in the Roman 
Empire, where hostility toward 
the church became state policy. 
Nobody would want to suffer. 
Yet Paul says that suffering was 
“granted” to the Philippians, as 
though it was a gift.

That’s the way Paul saw it. To 
suffer for Jesus and like Jesus— 
well, that’s a gift. And it helps 
the world see Jesus more 
clearly than if we try to inflict 
suffering on others because of 
our fears.

Increase our confidence 
in you, O God, so that we 
can stand firm in adversity 
and display to the world 
the certainty of our faith 
in you. In Christ, Amen.

Stand firm in the one Spirit, striving together as one for the faith 
of the gospel without being frightened in any way by those who 
oppose you.� —Philippians 1:27-28

Philippians 1:27-30	 THURSDAY, JUNE 7

STANDING FIRM



Philippians is one of the warm-
est and friendliest of Paul’s let-
ters in the Bible. The church in 
Philippi seems to have been 
quite healthy and a source of 
joy for Paul. But it was not per-
fect. No church is. As we read 
along in Philippians, we see 
hints and whispers that Paul 
knows a few unhappy and 
unhealthy things about this 
congregation. There are some 
cracks in their unity, some 
struggles with pride.

In Philippians 2, Paul begins 
to address this. And he lays 
it on pretty thick. “If you are 
even remotely Christian,” Paul 
says, in effect, “then make me 
even more joyful by embrac-
ing humility.”

Many theologians teach that 
humility is the core Christian 
virtue, the characteristic that 
makes us most like Jesus. 
Humility helps us realize that 
even though we all have gifts 

and talents to do many things, 
that does not make us better 
than anyone else. Instead, we 
try to see life as a level playing 
field on which each person does 
her or his part. And at the end 
of the day, we pay more atten-
tion to others than to ourselves. 
Let someone else compliment 
you for your work while you 
focus on building up others.

We all need each other. Each 
of us needs to be thankful 
for the next person. This is, as 
Paul explains next (in verses 
5-8), the pattern established by 
Jesus—so this is the pattern to 
follow.

Lord Jesus, grant us by 
your Holy Spirit a portion 
of your humility. Help us 
to serve all the people 
around us even as you 
served us. In your name 
we pray. Amen.

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in 
humility value others above yourselves.� —Philippians 2:3

Philippians 2:1-4	 FRIDAY, JUNE 8

HUMBLE PATTERNS



The verses in our Bible reading 
today may have come from 
an early hymn. Back then no 
one had a Bible or anything in 
print. People had to memorize 
whatever was important to 
know. So the early Christians 
composed songs and brief say-
ings that helped them remem-
ber the core teachings of their 
faith in Christ. They carried 
these truths in their hearts.

This song gets at the essence 
of who Jesus was, what he did, 
and how he accomplished sal-
vation: he did it through humil-
ity. He was the Son of God. He 
had all power, all knowledge. 
It was the kind of position that 
most of us  would not want to 
give up.

But Jesus did give it all up. He 
set aside his privileged place 
and became a human being. 
And once he became human, 
he went even further and 
made himself everyone’s ser-

vant. He was not some power-
ful political leader. He did not 
even have a position in the reli-
gious establishment of his day.

Jesus came to serve. He came 
to die. He came to die shame-
fully, like some criminal—
though he never sinned. Paul 
uses these words to challenge 
the Philippians not to let pride 
ruin their community. If the 
Son of God could give up all 
that he gave up, including his 
own life for our sake, surely 
the rest of us can give up our 
foolish pride and offer our lives 
to him. It is very simply the 
gospel way.

Lord, help us to keep in 
step with your Spirit as 
we follow Jesus down the 
pathways of the gospel. 
Make us channels of your 
peace and servants to all. 
Amen.

In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset 
as Christ Jesus: . . .� —Philippians 2:5

Philippians 2:5-8	 SATURDAY, JUNE 9

THE MIND OF CHRIST



We’ve been talking about 
having the mindset of Christ 
and following his example of 
humility. When it comes to hu-
mility, no one can be humbler 
than Christ, who gave up his 
own life so that all who call 
on his name can be saved to 
have new life forever. And be-
cause Jesus did that, God also 
raised him from the grave and 
“exalted him to the highest 
place.”

He started out as the Son of 
God in heaven, and then he 
willingly became a suffering 
servant who swooped down to 
the lowest of depths by dying 
on a cross for our sake. Then 
God reversed it all and swung 
Jesus upward to rule in heaven 
over everything.

The words Paul uses to describe 
this position have to do with 
the power of the highest name: 
“God .  .  . gave him the name 
that is above every name.” 

And what is that name? It is 
Jesus (meaning “Savior”), and 
it is Christ (meaning “Anointed 
One”). Jesus Christ is the Lord, 
the sovereign ruler, over all 
things.

His name is so glorious that 
the day will come when every 
knee will bow to honor him, 
and every tongue will sing 
songs to “acknowledge that 
Jesus Christ is Lord.”

Jesus Christ, who died and 
rose again, is Lord of the cos-
mos. All glory be to him for-
ever and ever!

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him 
the name that is above every name.� —Philippians 2:9

Philippians 2:9-11	 SUNDAY, JUNE 10

THE HIGHER GLORY

Dear God, help us to bow 
our knees and confess 
with our mouths the truth 
about Jesus’ cosmic glory. 
Make us witnesses of this 
splendid gospel truth. 
Amen.



My dear friends, as you have always obeyed .  .  . continue to 
work out your salvation with fear and trembling.�  
� —Philippians 2:12

Philippians 2:12-13	 MONDAY, JUNE 11

A FINE BALANCE

People are sometimes confused 
by these verses in Philippians, 
thinking that they imply we are 
saved by our good deeds rather 
than by God’s grace through 
faith. Are we saved by grace or 
by good works?

We are saved by the grace of 
God, which shows itself when 
we produce good works, the 
evidence of God’s work in us. 
(See also Paul’s explanation in 
Ephesians 2:8-10.)

Here, in Philippians, Paul re-
minds his readers of the im-
portance of obedience, which 
can sound like a “work-your-
way-to-heaven” scheme. But 
it’s not. Paul immediately goes 
on to say that the good works 
we do are enabled by God. So 
it’s all by grace, and yet we are 
responsible to do something 
too, in response.

When Paul urges his readers to 
“work out” their salvation, he 

means doing the logical follow-
through of having received 
grace. He does not say we 
“create” our own salvation. We 
just keep working it out, fol-
lowing the lead of God’s Spirit 
working in us because we have 
been made new through grace.

It is easy to slide into an either/
or mistake. We might think 
grace gives us an excuse to live 
however we want, if we are 
forgiven anyway. Or we might 
ignore grace and try to work 
furiously to earn God’s favor. 
But salvation is all by grace, 
and our response is obedience, 
through God’s ongoing work 
in us. It’s a fine balance, and a 
holy one too.

Make our minds able to 
understand your salvation 
and what it means, O Lord, 
to live every moment for 
you. In Jesus, Amen.



Good preachers know the value 
of strong imagery. Metaphors 
and similes paint word pictures 
in our minds. In this passage 
Paul has two similes, one lovely 
and the other painful.

On the one hand, when we 
behave in Christlike ways as 
Paul has been urging through-
out Philippians 2, we can shine 
like stars in the sky. Though the 
world around us may often 
seem like a morally dark place, 
in God’s strength we can be like 
nighttime stars that pierce the 
darkness and twinkle in beauty.

On the other hand, Paul raises 
the possibility that he might 
not live much longer. He says 
he could be poured out like 
a drink offering to complete 
the sacrifice of service the 
Philippians were engaged in 
through their Christian living. 
If the star imagery warmed 
the hearts of the Christians 
in Philippi, this drink-offering 

image probably gave them 
a chill. They would not want 
their founding pastor to die.

But Paul does not want them 
to feel sad. He sees the pos-
sibility of dying for Christ as 
a reason to rejoice! Jesus said 
that the servant is not greater 
than the master. If the world 
mistreated Jesus, his followers 
may experience the same.

So shine like stars, but don’t 
be surprised if some people in 
the world do not like that. And 
if they don’t, do not despair. 
Look to Jesus on his cross and 
rejoice.

Increase our faith, dear 
God, so that we too can 
be confident that whether 
we witness to you by our 
lives or by our deaths, we 
can find endless reason to 
rejoice in you. Amen.

Then you will shine among them like stars in the sky as you hold 
firmly to the word of life.� —Philippians 2:15-16

Philippians 2:14-18	 TUESDAY, JUNE 12

STARS IN THE SKY



Paul has been shifting back 
and forth about whether he 
might soon die or be able to 
visit Philippi again. A person in 
prison could easily lose confi-
dence about being released.

So, in the meantime, Paul 
planned to send the young pas-
tor Timothy. Paul’s confidence in 
Timothy was sky high. Speaking 
of Timothy as a spiritual son, 
Paul praised the younger man’s 
devotion to Christ. Not only 
would Timothy do good work 
in building up the Philippian 
church, but he would also be 
able to warm Paul’s heart by 
bringing back news about the 
congregation.

As Bible passages go, this one 
might look less important than 
many other texts. The com-
ments here can seem like 
housekeeping details.

Yet even such everyday matters 
are vital. We all need pastors. 

We all need elders who will 
encourage our devotion to 
Christ. Church council meet-
ings, committees, producing 
the weekly bulletin: these are 
the ordinary activities of the 
church and may not seem ter-
ribly important.

But housekeeping details keep 
the church on track and help 
it fulfill its Great Commission. 
God is in the details. There are 
no ordinary acts of Christian 
service. All things are holy 
when we do them for the Lord!

I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that I also 
may be cheered when I receive news about you.		
� —Philippians 2:19

Philippians 2:19-24	 WEDNESDAY, JUNE 13

HOUSEKEEPING

In all that we do for your 
church, O God, whether 
we are in the spotlight or 
behind the scenes, help us 
to honor you and to dis-
cern how best to serve you. 
Increase your kingdom, 
Lord. In Christ, Amen.



In some parts of the letters in 
the New Testament we find 
clear reminders that we are 
reading someone else’s mail. 

If you are cleaning out your 
grandmother’s house after her 
death and you find a shoebox 
full of letters, you might read 
passing references to “Uncle 
Harry’s difficulties” or how 
“cousin Louisa hit it big.” But 
you may not know much 
about either person, and you 
may never know what difficul-
ties or successes they had.

There’s a story behind Paul’s 
references to Epaphroditus, 
and the Philippians knew what 
Paul was talking about. But we 
don’t. In the Bible this man, 
Epaphroditus, is mentioned only 
in Philippians. It sounds like Paul 
had him hand-deliver this very 
letter to the church in Philippi. It 
also appears that Epaphroditus 
had brought Paul a gift from 

Philippi and that he nearly 
worked himself to death for the 
cause of the gospel. More than 
that we do not know.

But in some ways we can think 
of Epaphroditus as a stand-in 
for us all. We all have stories. 
We may even have done de-
voted work for God. No, we’re 
not famous. Few people will 
remember our names after we 
are gone. But God knows each 
of us by name. God remem-
bers. God honors us for the ser-
vice we have done for his king-
dom. And that is more than a 
little encouragement for us all!

Thank you, Lord, that in 
your sovereign knowl-
edge you see and notice 
everybody, even as you 
have already written our 
names into your book of 
life. In Christ, Amen.

I think it is necessary to send back to you Epaphroditus, my 
brother, co-worker and fellow soldier, who is also your mes-
senger, whom you sent to take care of my needs.	  
� —Philippians 2:25

Philippians 2:25-30	 THURSDAY, JUNE 14

THE REMEMBERING GOD



When pastors serve for a long 
time with the same congrega-
tion, sooner or later they real-
ize they are probably repeat-
ing themselves. “As you have 
heard me say before  .  .  .” can 
become a common refrain 
after some years.

As Philippians 3 opens, Paul 
notes that he is repeating some 
instructions that are very im-
portant. “I know I have men-
tioned this before, but it bears 
repeating,” he says, in effect: 
“Stay true to God! Watch out 
for those who detract from 
God’s grace by making you 
think you have to contribute 
to your salvation!” When the 
matters at hand are important, 
reminders are a good idea.

Paul knew that the situation 
required repetitions to warn 
about false teachers who pro-
moted things like circumcision 
as a way to make sure you had 
salvation. Apparently teachers 

like this followed Paul around 
and waited till he left town 
before sneaking in with false 
teachings. We see evidence 
of this in Paul’s letters to the 
Galatians and the Corinthians 
as well.

Some people could not accept 
that salvation is by grace alone. 
They figured they had to do 
something to seal the deal. 
But Paul’s response was always 
“No!” As we have seen in this 
letter, being saved by grace 
does change us into people 
who begin to act differently. 
But those actions are a fruit 
of salvation, not the root. Paul 
could not remind people of 
that idea often enough! And 
we need constant reminders 
of it too.

Your grace alone, Lord, 
is sufficient for us. Thank 
you for your gifts of mer-
cy and grace! Amen.

It is no trouble for me to write the same things to you again, and 
it is a safeguard for you.� —Philippians 3:1

Philippians 3:1-3	 FRIDAY, JUNE 15

REMINDERS



In Philippians 3:8 the original 
Greek text includes a word 
that is not very nice. Often 
translated as “garbage,” the 
Greek word actually means 
something closer to a steaming 
pile of manure. It is not a word 
for polite company, but what 
makes it so striking is that Paul 
uses this word to describe his 
former religious accomplish-
ments. Earlier in his life, his 
status as a Pharisee and a near-
perfect keeper of God’s law 
were his prize achievements. 
He was sure it all added up to 
a shiny gold ticket to heaven.

Then, in a vision, he met Jesus, 
the ascended Son of God, 
who had made salvation pos-
sible by giving up his own life 
to pay the price for all our sin. 
Once Paul realized how costly 
it really was to take away hu-
man sin, he knew that any 
idea he’d ever entertained that 
we humans could pay for sin 

on our own was false. In fact, 
any idea like that was beyond 
false: it was garbage, useless, 
futile, hollow, a stinking pile of 
manure.

We can be thankful for all that 
the Spirit helps us do in our 
lives. We need not belittle the 
fruit of the Spirit we produce. 
But, Paul urges, do not for one 
second think that such things 
reunite you with God. That re-
quired a cross and the Son of 
God’s sacrifice once for all. To 
God be all the glory!

Shine the light of your 
cross so brightly in our 
hearts, dear Savior, that 
we will not for a moment 
mistake our good deeds 
for your supreme sacri-
fice. In your name, Amen.

I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of 
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. . . . I consider them garbage, that 
I may gain Christ. . . .� —Philippians 3:8

Philippians 3:4-9	 SATURDAY, JUNE 16

CHRIST ALONE



If we are honest, we’ll admit 
that we do not usually, if ever, 
hope for suffering. We may be 
eager to experience the power 
of Christ’s resurrection, but we 
are less passionate about want-
ing to experience the agony of 
his death. Yet in several places 
in the New Testament Paul 
expresses a desire to share in 
the sufferings of Christ (for ex-
ample, see Romans 8:17-18; 
2 Corinthians 1:5-7; 2 Timothy 
1:8).

Across church history, many 
Christians have suffered for 
Jesus, whether they wanted 
to or not. To this day, parts 
of the church are persecuted, 
and in recent years we have 
seen or heard about horrifying 
spectacles of Christians being 
beheaded for their faith. If we 
are blessed to live free of such 
persecution, we tend to pray 
that things may stay that way 
for us. We also pray that perse-

cution will cease for sisters and 
brothers who are hurting. Yet 
Paul speaks positively about 
suffering for Jesus’ sake, and he 
invites others to join with him.

Of course, in baptism we 
do die and rise with Christ 
(Romans 6:1-7). Spiritually we 
affirm this. Physical suffering 
may or may not come, but if it 
does, Paul indicates that it only 
draws us closer to Jesus.

This may be another way of 
expressing what Paul wrote in 
Romans 8:31-39: nothing can 
separate us from the love of 
God in Christ because Jesus 
achieved salvation by suffering 
and dying for us.

I want to know Christ—yes, to know the power of his 
resurrection and participation in his sufferings. . . .	  
� —Philippians 3:10

Philippians 3:10-11	 SUNDAY, JUNE 17

TO SUFFER WITH JESUS

Whether we suffer in spirit 
or in our flesh, dear Jesus, 
help us to see how closely 
you identify with us and 
stay with us in all things. 
Amen.



Many of us know what it takes 
to win prizes in this world. 
People who win medals at the 
Olympics, for example, do not 
achieve that by sheer grace 
or because someone decided 
to be nice to them. No, they 
practice many hours a day for 
years to get stronger and faster 
than anyone else.

Paul uses competitive athletic 
imagery in this passage, and 
the ancient world knew as well 
as we do what it takes to attain 
athletic prowess. But how do 
these verses align with the 
message of God’s grace? Earlier 
in this chapter Paul deemed 
his human achievements as 
“garbage,” so how does this 
prize image fit with that?

Well, for Paul, the grace-
granted knowledge of Jesus’ 
amazing work of salvation for 
us motivated him to give his 
all in grateful service to the 
Savior. Paul knew full well that 

we cannot earn salvation. But 
he also knew that once we 
receive salvation by grace, we 
should have all the determina-
tion of an Olympic athlete to 
do our best for God’s glory.

When God the Father looks at 
how we have lived after en-
countering Jesus and respond-
ing to the Spirit’s work in us, 
won’t it be a joy to hear him 
say, “You remind me of my 
Son”? That’s a goal we should 
all pursue with the zeal of a 
world-class athlete!

By the beauty of the holy 
gospel, dear God, move 
and motivate us to seek 
to be transformed more 
and more every day after 
the image of Jesus Christ. 
In his name, Amen.

I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has 
called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.	� —Philippians 3:14

Philippians 3:12-14	 MONDAY, JUNE 18

THE PRIZE



As we were reminded yester-
day, we are saved by God’s 
grace alone in Christ alone. But 
experiencing God’s amazing 
salvation changes us so much 
that we devote ourselves to 
Christlike living.

In today’s passage Paul con-
firms that there is a measure of 
spiritual maturity required to 
understand all this and keep it 
in balance.

Someone once said that the 
New Testament is like a body 
of water: on the one hand, it 
is shallow enough that a baby 
could splash around in it safe-
ly. But, on the other hand, a 
skilled diver could descend to 
great depths in pondering the 
subtleties of God’s salvation. 
In other words, the gospel is 
simple, and yet it is amazingly 
complex.

Throughout his letters, Paul 
urges believers not to be satis-

fied with only what is simple. 
Using another metaphor, the 
Bible teaches elsewhere that 
we cannot be satisfied forever 
with the simple milk of the 
gospel but need to mature and 
move on to its meatier teach-
ings (Hebrews 5:13-14).

God’s Spirit will help us with 
this, as Paul makes clear in this 
letter. But the idea is to keep 
exploring, keep growing, keep 
maturing. Let’s keep what we 
have already attained, says 
Paul, but let’s also keep mov-
ing forward into ever greater 
truths about God and Jesus 
Christ!

Let us love you, dear God, 
with all our heart, soul, 
strength, and mind. Show 
us your truths so that we 
can celebrate them and 
tell others of them every 
day. In Christ, Amen.

All of us, then, who are mature should take such a view of 
things. . . . Only let us live up to what we have already attained. 
	�  —Philippians 3:15-16

Philippians 3:15-16	 TUESDAY, JUNE 19

MATURING IN CHRIST



C.S. Lewis observed that if you 
aim to be successful only on 
earth, you may never get to 
heaven even as the things of 
earth slip away. But if you aim 
for the things of heaven, not 
only will the Lord graciously 
bring you there; he will also 
make your life on earth some-
thing wonderful. So if you aim 
only for earth, you get nothing. 
But if you aim for heaven, you 
get everything—life to the full.

This is Paul’s point too as he 
rounds out Philippians 3. We 
all are citizens of one coun-
try or another here on earth. 
But believers in Christ have a 
far more important status as 
citizens of heaven. All of our 
other identities fall in line un-
der our heavenly citizenship.

Paul pointed this out for the 
Philippians because then—and 
now—there are all kinds of 

influences that distract us from 
giving God’s kingdom first 
place in our lives. We receive 
messages like this every day: 
live for the moment, go for the 
gusto, do whatever feels right, 
look out for number one. All 
this, Paul claims, makes peo-
ple enemies of the cross. It all 
amounts to self-centered living 
and reflects none of Christ’s 
selflessness. But if we live as 
Christ’s people, then one day 
we will be made like Jesus, 
arrayed in all the glory of God’s 
kingdom!

Our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior 
from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who .  .  . will transform our 
lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.		
� —Philippians 3:20-21

Philippians 3:17-21	 WEDNESDAY, JUNE 20

CITIZENS OF HEAVEN

Lord, may the contours 
of your kingdom and the 
truth of our heavenly citi-
zenship be revealed in our 
lives, transforming us even 
now on this earth into your 
distinct people. Amen.



Paul’s letters to churches like 
the one at Philippi were prob-
ably first read aloud at a wor-
ship gathering. So in Philippi 
one day, do you suppose 
Euodia and Syntyche got em-
barrassed at this point, hearing 
their names read in connection 
with a conflict?

For some reason they had had a 
falling out, and everyone knew 
about it. Perhaps these two 
had not spoken to each other 
in a while, and they tended to 
avoid each other. Even if they 
were not talking, others likely 
were talking about them—so 
it’s no surprise that Paul himself 
had heard about it.

Most congregations have 
a scenario or two in which 
some members nurse a grudge 
against one another. Sadly, in 
some situations people con-
clude that there’s no fixing it, 
so they resolve to put up with 

it. “I’m not stepping into the 
middle of that one!” we might 
say, or, “I wouldn’t touch that 
one with a ten-foot pole!”

But Paul stepped in. We can-
not be united in Christ and yet 
be at odds with one another. 
Strained relationships may not 
be easy to repair. But we are 
called to try.

As Paul puts it, it’s not just 
about having the same mind 
but having the same mind “in 
the Lord.” The Lord himself 
is involved with our disagree-
ments, and we need to resolve 
them for his sake.

I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to be of the same 
mind in the Lord.� —Philippians 4:2

Philippians 4:1-3	 THURSDAY, JUNE 21

ONE MIND

Lord, you know our con-
flicts with others as well 
as we do. Give us the 
courage to become of 
one mind with our sisters 
and brothers. Give us that 
courage for your own 
sake. Amen.



Paul’s letters often include a 
section like this one: verses 
that burst with energy and are 
chock-full of meaning.

Following his need to tell two 
members to start getting along 
again (see Philippians 4:2-3), 
Paul gives another reason why 
we should not be at odds with 
one another: we are supposed 
to be rejoicing always. Then 
he says it again: “Rejoice!” We 
cannot emphasize it enough!

This is all part of our witness 
for Christ. We need to radiate 
joy, gentleness, and a sense of 
peace that comes from know-
ing who is really in charge of 
the universe: Jesus! Rather 
than be bundles of nerves and 
anxiety, we pray. We hand 
over this world’s problems to 
this world’s Savior. Things may 
or may not change immedi-
ately, or come out the way we 
like, but we do the right thing 
by handing it over to him.

And the peace we receive 
as a result? Well, it does not 
make sense. Ours is a troubling 
world. Anxiety seems war-
ranted. But, instead, the Savior 
who already passed through 
the worst things of this world 
gives us a peace we cannot 
understand. Jesus has already 
suffered all things for us. The 
peace he gives is not cheap or 
fake. It’s the real deal from the 
Savior who died and rose again 
for us. Thanks be to God!

Help us to cast all our 
anxiety on you, dear 
Savior. And whether our 
problems are resolved or 
not, fill us with the peace 
that comes from knowing 
we are held safe in your 
hands. Amen.

Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!		
� —Philippians 4:4

Philippians 4:4-7	 FRIDAY, JUNE 22

REJOICING AND PEACE



What do we like talking about 
more—good news or bad 
news? How much of our con-
versation includes hashing over 
bad things going on at work or 
in the church? If we are honest, 
we might have to admit that 
bad news not only travels fast 
but can also dominate our 
minds. True, sometimes we 
are eager to share good news: 
to announce an engagement, 
a wedding, or the birth of a 
child. But pondering the ugly is 
more common. Bad news and 
conflict sell more news, the 
experts say.

Paul wants the Philippians to 
concentrate on what is admira-
ble, lovely, pure, excellent, and 
praiseworthy. Yes, there are 
plenty of bad things to pon-
der, and we have to deal with 
them. But let’s try, Paul urges, 
to focus on what is good. Let’s 
try to spend long stretches in 
our conversations pondering 

beautiful things from all kinds 
of angles rather than hashing 
over bad stuff again and again.

Paul must have been pretty 
good at this himself, since 
he holds himself up as a role 
model. But the point is that 
it brings us peace to fill our 
minds with all that God has 
made lovely and praiseworthy. 
Pondering what is beautiful 
leads to gratitude, and we all 
know that grateful people also 
tend to be very content, peace-
ful people.

Be that way, Paul says. It is the 
best way to live before the face 
of our generous, loving God!

Lord, help us to see the 
good and the admirable 
in your world, to give you 
thanks for all such gifts, 
and to be filled with your 
peace as a result. In Jesus’ 
name, Amen.

If anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.
� —Philippians 4:8

Philippians 4:8-9	 SATURDAY, JUNE 23

REVELING IN THE GOOD



Sometimes we have the plea-
sure of meeting a Christian 
who exudes calm, peace, and 
contentment even though they 
are living with limitations or 
ailments that are difficult and 
painful. Or maybe they have 
faced heart-wrenching tragedy 
in the past—and yet there they 
are, almost serene in their faith 
and utterly joyful on every level.

When we see such people, 
we sometimes conclude that 
God must have wired them 
really well. We figure that such 
people must have been born 
sunny-side up with a personal-
ity and disposition that lends 
itself to a contented nature. 
But if we think that way, we 
are usually wrong. Talk to such 
folks long enough, and you will 
discover what Paul wrote to 
the Philippians: contentment is 
a learned behavior. You are not 
born with it. It does not come 
easily for anyone. But by grace 

we grow, we learn, we mature. 
And as we do, contentment 
becomes a way of life.

But it is not inevitable. Many 
of us know someone who got 
trapped by their suffering long 
ago. They turned inward and 
curdled into an angry, resentful 
person.

None of us can avoid some 
level of pain, hardship, or depri-
vation in life. Our prayer is that 
when we face difficult times, 
we can learn what Paul learned 
over the long haul: a content-
ment anchored in Christ.

Some days, dear God, we 
confess that our needs 
seem to outnumber our re-
sources. But whatever the 
day brings, in the end, help 
us to be content and joyful 
in you. In Christ, Amen.

I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances.		
� —Philippians 4:11

Philippians 4:10-11	 SUNDAY, JUNE 24

LEARNING CONTENTMENT



Yesterday we focused on Chris
tian contentment as something 
we all must learn. Paul elabo-
rates by saying that his life—like 
most people’s lives—has had its 
share of ups and downs. He 
has had times of plenty, dining 
on fine food and sleeping in 
a warm bed. And he has had 
times of great want, going to 
sleep hungry and without hav-
ing a bed at all or even a blan-
ket to keep him warm and dry.

“This has been my school of 
contentment,” Paul says, in 
effect. One learns to be con-
tent in good times without 
forgetting that they are a gift 
from God, and one learns to 
be content in bad times with-
out forgetting that the Lord is 
still with you.

But here’s the real secret: our 
strength is not our own. Paul 
says he can do all this through 
the one who strengthens him.

Note that this means not only 
being content when times are 
tough, but also being grateful 
when times are good. Both 
require a kind of strength, and 
this comes from Christ alone. 
This is the message woven 
throughout this letter we have 
been exploring. For Paul, it 
is always Jesus, Jesus, Jesus. 
Without Jesus, we are noth-
ing. With Jesus, we can do all 
things.

That is, very simply, the good 
news, the gospel. Do you 
know this Jesus in whom we 
can do all things?

Strengthen our inner be-
ing, O God, by the power 
of the Spirit of Christ liv-
ing and working in us. 
And may we do all things 
to your glory! Amen.

I can do all this through him who gives me strength.		
� —Philippians 4:13

Philippians 4:12-13	 MONDAY, JUNE 25

THROUGH CHRIST ALONE



Paul was a contented Christian. 
Yes, he could put up with all 
kinds of things (good and bad), 
in Christ’s strength. Still, every-
one needs a little help from 
friends now and then. And 
there is nothing wrong with 
admitting that.

The Philippians had helped 
Paul by supplying him with 
some money, and perhaps 
some food and clothing, on 
more than one occasion. That 
did not go unnoticed, and Paul 
did not pretend that he didn’t 
need the help, or that he would 
have been just fine without it. 
Paul admitted that it was kind 
and helpful of the Philippians 
to send their gifts to him.

He even said that the Philip
pians did a better job than 
some other congregations he 
had worked with. Here it seems 
that Paul was engaging in a bit 
of back-handed shaming to-

ward those other churches, and 
this may be surprising to us.

But from earlier in this letter we 
know where Paul was coming 
from. It’s not that he was begging 
for money or trying to manipu-
late anyone. For Paul, generosity 
was clearly a part of the whole 
Jesus package. Living generous 
lives shows that we “get it” when 
it comes to the gospel. In re-
sponse to God’s amazing grace, 
we give too! And Paul dearly 
wanted everyone to understand 
this—because getting Jesus right 
is the most important thing in 
the whole universe!

It was good of you to share in my troubles.		   
� —Philippians 4:14

Philippians 4:14-16	 TUESDAY, JUNE 26

LIVING GENEROUS LIVES

Lord Jesus, you gave 
yourself for us, emptying 
yourself of everything but 
your great love. Help us 
to catch this vision and 
to lead generous lives of 
self-giving always. In your 
name, Amen.



As a pastor, I admit that I did 
not often view my weekly pay-
check, or the home that the 
church provided me, or the ap-
ple pie someone brought over 
now and then as a fragrant 
offering to God. Obviously I 
should have! Paul did. In the 
past few days we have seen 
Paul talking both about con-
tentment in times of want and 
about gratitude in times of 
plenty.

Clearly the Philippians had pro-
vided nicely for their founding 
pastor. Paul deeply appreciat-
ed the gifts that Epaphroditus 
had brought from Philippi. He 
not only enjoyed the gifts but 
also saw them as proof that 
the Philippians were really liv-
ing for Christ’s glory above all. 
He knew God smiled on their 
generous sacrifices and would 
more than amply bless his peo-
ple in Philippi.

Today the topic of sacrificial 
giving can be a touchy sub-
ject in the church. Ministers 
are sometimes accused of be-
ing greedy. And preaching on 
Stewardship Sunday can be a 
nerve-wracking challenge for 
many pastors. There may not 
be easy ways to deal with this 
more positively, but certainly 
a step in the right direction 
would be to recognize that all 
generous giving is a fragrant of-
fering to God.

It is a privilege to give! Just as 
we have freely received salva-
tion and new life through the 
Savior, shall we not freely give?

I am amply supplied, now that I have received from Epaphroditus 
the gifts you sent. They are a fragrant offering, an acceptable 
sacrifice, pleasing to God.� —Philippians 4:18

Philippians 4:17-19	 WEDNESDAY, JUNE 27

FRAGRANT OFFERINGS

If we are blessed to give, 
dear Father, help us to do 
so joyfully, freely, and to 
your honor and glory, not 
our own. In Christ, who 
gave his all for us. Amen.



The writer Anne Lamott claims 
that a great deal of her prayer 
life can be summarized by 
the alternating prayers “Help 
me, help me, help me” and 
“Thank you, thank you, thank 
you.” Probably this is true of 
most of us. And, of course, we 
also need to say “Sorry, sorry, 
sorry” in confessing our sins. 
But we all recognize that we 
are forever bringing God our 
needs and then—in appropri-
ate response—closing the loop 
with a prayer of gratitude.

Thanksgiving is wonderful and 
necessary. But so is doxology—
and it’s not always clear that we 
do much of this. Doxology is 
praising God for who he is. It is 
giving God the glory that is due 
him for his radiant holiness. In 
thanksgiving we offer up grati-
tude for something we have 
received. But in doxology we 
honor the very being of God. 
We exalt and praise the Lord 
simply because he is God.

The word doxology comes 
from Greek and literally means 
“glory word.” We see God’s 
glory, and we speak a word 
of amazement as we send that 
glory to God.

Doxologies erupted from 
Paul quite often in his New 
Testament letters—and usually 
near the end, as we find here 
in Philippians 4. Doxologies of 
many kinds should regularly 
flow from our hearts and lips 
too!

Our glorious God is worthy of 
all the glory we can beam back 
to him!

All glory be to you, 
Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit, for the radiance of 
your holiness, the purity 
of your righteousness, the 
beauty that is simply  and 
profoundly YOU! Amen.

To our God and Father be glory for ever and ever. Amen.	
� —Philippians 4:20

Philippians 4:20	 THURSDAY, JUNE 28

DOXOLOGY



Paul wrote the letter of 
Romans to people living in the 
shadow of the Roman leader, 
Caesar, without once men-
tioning his name. Caesar, of 
course, fancied himself as the 
“God and Lord” of the Roman 
Empire. It said so on most 
Roman coins. Yet throughout 
Romans, Paul undercut those 
idolatrous claims by pointing 
to the real Lord of lords and 
King of kings, Jesus Christ!

As we noted earlier this month, 
Paul was in prison in Rome 
when he wrote this letter to the 
Philippians. He was in prison 
because he had been accused 
falsely of wrongdoing as a mis-
sionary. And because he was 
a Roman citizen, he had ap-
pealed that his case be judged 
by Caesar, so off to Rome he 
went. (See Acts 21-28.)

Now, at the end of this letter, 
how delightful it is to hear that 
among the people who had 

become Christians in Rome 
and were sending their greet-
ings to Philippi, some were 
part of “Caesar’s household.”

What? Jesus had some of his 
own people living right under 
Caesar’s nose?! Yes he did.

“The one who is in you is 
greater than the one who is 
in the world,” the apostle John 
once wrote (1 John 4:4). Few 
verses bring that point home 
more vividly than this tiny de-
tail near the end of Philippians.  
Though he claimed to be 
all-powerful, Caesar had no 
power over the advance of 
our Lord Jesus, not even in his 
own house! Praise God!

All God’s people here send you greetings, especially those who 
belong to Caesar’s household.� —Philippians 4:22

Philippians 4:21-22	 FRIDAY, JUNE 29

SURPRISE ENDING

For the boundless power 
and reach of your rule, 
Lord Jesus, we give you 
thanks and praise forever! 
Amen.



When I was a student worship 
leader at Calvin College, I no-
ticed that near the end of our 
worship services a number of 
students in the balcony would 
duck out just before the bene-
diction. The reason for that was 
obvious: they wanted to get in 
the lunch line before most of 
the other students filed out of 
the 1,000-seat auditorium.

But this used to bother the col-
lege chaplain. He once said to 
me, “You know, if the benedic-
tion were the only part of the 
whole service they managed 
to catch, it would still have 
been worth their being here.” 
He could not understand why 
they would want to miss out 
on the blessing.

Paul closed many of his letters 
with a note of doxology—as we 
saw the other day (Philippians 
4:20)—and then also with 
a lyric blessing pronounced 
over the people to whom he 

was writing. To live under the 
blessing of almighty God—to 
have such words spoken over 
us—is among the finest things 
we will ever experience in life. 
“Grace to you and peace. . . .” 
“The Lord bless you and keep 
you.  .  .  .” The benediction, 
or blessing, is a sign of God’s 
abiding love for us, a reminder 
of all that gives us peace. We 
should never want to miss it!

Let’s take time to savor these 
words of grace and love from 
God the Father, the gracious 
Son, and the comforting Holy 
Spirit. Grace to you, and peace. 
Amen.

Lord, thank you for your 
grace and peace. Thank 
you for the words of Paul 
to the Philippians, which 
by your Spirit are now 
your words to us. All praise 
to you! In Christ, Amen.

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit. Amen.	
� —Philippians 4:23
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