8 part Sermon Series:   “To Live is Christ!”  (The Book of Philippians)
09/14/08 #2 Sermon:  “Christians Can’t Lose!”

(Text:  Philippians 1:12-30)

************************************************************************

     Today we continue my 8 part sermon series on the Book of Philippians.  The theme for this sermon series is:  “To Live is Christ!”  We heard those words in our reading for today.  In Philippians 1:21 Paul writes:  “For to me, to live is Christ…”
Simply put, when the Holy Spirit brings you to faith in Christ as your Savior your entire life ends up being defined by your relationship with Jesus.
     We began this sermon series last Sunday with my sermon based on Philippians 1:1-11.  We learned that God isn’t finished with you yet.  The same God who called you to faith in Jesus and gave you salvation, this same God will continue to work in you as He nurtures your faith through His Word.  God has an awesome plan for your life, and He will work in all situations to help you grow and mature in your life as a Christian.

     With that said, today you get to hear the 2nd sermon in this 8 part sermon series.  Today’s sermon is based on Philippians 1:12-30, which I read for you earlier.

     Having said that, I have a question for you.  What sort of situation do you imagine when you hear the words:  “You Can’t Lose!”  You might think of a scenario where a person has several choices, but no matter what choice that person makes he can’t lose because any choice will be a blessing.  
     Imagine a contestant on the popular show “Deal or No Deal!”  It’s the end of the game and there are only 3 cases left.  On the board are listed the following 3 prizes:  $800,000, $900,000 and $1,000,000 .  No matter what choice the person makes, he will end up with a lot of money.  He can’t lose!

     The title for today’s sermon is:  “Christians Can’t Lose!”  I based that title on these words of Paul from our reading today.  Philippians 1:21 reads:  “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.”  Wait a minute!  That doesn’t sound right.  How can Paul say that he has a “win/win” situation when most people would think that Paul is in a “lose/lose” situation?
     For example, Paul had been living for Christ and now he’s sitting in prison for his efforts.  In fact, Paul had been persecuted many times simply because He was living for Christ.  On one occasion he had almost been stoned to death.  On several other occasions he was flogged until his body was covered with bloody wounds.  It seems like Paul will lose big time if he continues to live for Christ.
     But what about Paul’s other choice?  Paul said:  “To die is gain!”  That seems to make even less sense than living for Christ.  How can death possibly result in us winning or gaining anything?  Isn’t death a complete and total loss of everything?  How can Paul possibly say:  “To die is gain.”
     Most people in this world would conclude that Paul was insane when he wrote the words:  “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.”  Most people would think that Paul was in a “lose/lose” situation.  But the truth is that Paul was in a “win/win” situation, and Paul’s message for you today is this:  “Christians can’t lose!”  Let’s examine our reading for today more closely so that we can rejoice all the more in the victory we have in Christ.

    First, look at Philippians 1:12-14.  In this section of our reading Paul reminds us that he is in prison.  He was not arrested for some crime like stealing or rape or murder or dealing drugs.  No!  Paul was arrested because he had been telling other people about Jesus and the salvation from sin and death that only He can give us.  Some unbelievers didn’t like what Paul was saying and so they got him into trouble with the Roman government, and now Paul is in prison.

     But notice what Paul says about this situation.  Paul says:  “Now I want you to know, brothers that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel!”  Did you hear that?  Paul sees the good that God is bringing out of this bad situation.

     What are the good things that God is doing?  Let me mention just 2 examples.  First, while Paul is in prison he has been able to witness to the Roman soldiers who were guarding him.  Second,  other Christians hear about this and are so inspired by Paul’s example that they started witnessing for Jesus more courageously and fearlessly.  

     Now, even though Paul had every reason to feel discouraged, He knew that God had not forsaken him and that God would work through this situation to bring others to faith in Christ.  In fact, in verses 15-18 of Philippians ch. 1 Paul rejoices in the fact that God is saving people through the preaching of the Gospel – even though some are preaching with sinful motives.
     You see, some Christians loved Paul and preached the Gospel to others because they cared about their salvation.  But sadly, others were Christians in name only.  Some were preaching the true Gospel, but only to make a name for themselves.  They were jealous of Paul, and they were using his imprisonment as an opportunity to get power and glory.  They had no clue what it means to live for Christ.

    Nevertheless, Paul does not express hatred and vengeance for these false Christians.  In fact, I’m sure he prayed for their salvation.  Paul was simply happy that the Gospel of Jesus was being proclaimed so that more people would repent and be saved.

    Now, we can learn something from this.  You see, the devil would love for us to nurture evil motives in our hearts.  If the devil can’t keep us from serving in the Church, then he will tempt us to serve with sinful motives.

    Maybe the devil will tempt us to serve just so we can get attention for ourselves or have a position of power.  Maybe the devil will tempt us to be jealous of fellow Christians or nurture hateful or petty thoughts toward fellow Christians.  This is not what it means to live for Christ!

    Of course, we are all sinners, and so we are all capable of such evil motives.  But God is using Paul’s words today to expose these evil motives in our lives so that we can repent and rejoice in the forgiveness that Jesus gives us.  We don’t want to end up like the false Christians who were serving the Lord with evil motives.  We want to live for Christ with pure hearts motivated by the love and mercy of Jesus.  As we meditate on the selfless love that Jesus has for us, our hearts will be set free from sinful motives.

    With that said, let’s look at what Paul says next.  Philippians 1:19 reads:  “…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.”  Now, what does Paul mean here?  

     Does Paul mean that he knows for certain that he will be set free?  No.  You see, Paul goes on to say that he’s not 100% certain how things will turn out.  He might even be executed!  Why, then, does Paul say that all this will turn out for his deliverance?
     Well, the Greek word that Paul used that is translated “deliverance” actually means “salvation.”  In other words, Paul is saying that no matter what happens his salvation in Christ is certain!  That’s why Paul goes on to write these words:  “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.  For to me, to live in Christ and to die is gain.”  In other words:  “Christians Can’t Lose!”
     You see, Paul understood that living for Christ is a winning situation – even it means facing suffering and persecution as a result.  Through faith in Jesus we know that our many sins are forgiven and that God loves us dearly.
     However, Paul did not always have that blessing in his life.  When Paul lived as an unbeliever, trusting in his own good works to make him worthy of God’s blessings, at that time in his life Paul had money, popularity and power.  But he didn’t have faith in Jesus, and so his life was one big loss.  Worse yet, if he had died without faith in Jesus Paul would have faced an eternal loss.

     But thanks be to God, Jesus confronted Paul and changed his life.  Paul repented of his sin and trusted in Jesus as his Lord and Savior.  After he was saved Paul’s whole life was defined by his relationship with Jesus, his Lord and Savior.  Paul’s heart was filled to overflowing with God’s love, and the result was that Paul lived his life for Christ.

     In fact, not even death could take away the victory Paul had in Jesus.  That’s why Paul could write:  “To die is gain.”  Scripture teaches that when Christians die our spirits go to be with Jesus as we await His 2nd Coming when our spirits will be joined to our resurrected bodies and we will live forever in God’s New Creation.  This reminds me of what Paul writes later on at the end of Philippians chapter 3:  “…the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.”

     All this reminds of a true story I heard about a Christian musician known as Steve Camp.  Many years ago Steve Camp was getting ready to perform a Christian concert at a college campus in California.  While he was back stage he was told he had a phone call.  When he picked up the phone he heard these words:  “I represent a group of satanists on campus, and I’m telling you not to perform this concert.  If you do, you can kiss your life good-bye.”  Then the person hung up the phone.
     Obviously, Steve Camp was scared.  He thought to himself:  “Should I heed this warning?  Even if I tell the police, can they protect me?  What should I do?”  After thinking for a few minutes, he got another phone call.  It was the same voice with the same threat.  Then the person hung up again.

     In a few minutes Steve Camp was supposed to go on stage.  Then he was told he had yet another phone call.  But before he answered he said a silent prayer for courage.  Then he picked up the phone and before the voice could say anything Steve Camp said the following:  “The Apostle Paul says:  ‘To live in Christ; to die is gain.’  That promise is for me, too.  So, take your best shot.  Christians can’t lose.”  Steve Camp then hung up the phone, went on stage, and sang about Jesus.

     Now, Steve Camp was never killed – thank God!  Steve prayed for those satanists who threatened him.  They had nothing to live for and no hope in the face of death.  They needed Jesus!

      This takes us back to the Apostle Paul.  Paul saw his life as a “win/win” situation.  If he goes on living he gets to continue serving Christ and others.  If he ends up being executed, he’ll go to be with Christ and await the Day of Resurrection.  Paul can’t lose!

      Near the end of today’s reading Paul writes these words:  “Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the Gospel of Christ.”  These words are for us.  Simply put, examine your life – consider your attitudes toward other people and the way you treat others – and then ask:  “Is this what it means to live for Christ?”

     As we all examine our lives we will find much sin and a constant need to repent.  But “to live for Christ” means that we can confess our sins and know that we are forgiven and holy before God because of Jesus.  In addition, as we keep our focus on Jesus and His love and mercy toward us, we will be moved to conduct ourselves in a manner worthy of the Gospel of Christ.

     Paul goes on to stress that we don’t have to fear unbelievers who might persecute us because of our faith in Jesus.  Our hope in the midst of persecution is a sign to them that they will be destroyed unless they repent and trust in Jesus, too.

     In fact, today’s reading ends with these words from Paul:  “For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him,…”  What does this mean?  The same God who saved you; the same God who began a good work in you when he brought you to faith in Jesus, this same God will bless you even when He allows you to suffer.

     Even though no person enjoys times of trial or suffering – Paul certainly did not! – we Christians can know that God will work even through our times of trial to strengthen our faith in the hope we have in Christ and give us an opportunity to be witnesses to others who need to hear about Jesus.

     So, when you leave this place today, I want you to remember the sermon title:  “Christians Can’t Lose!”  God has saved you.  That’s means you get to live your life for Jesus.  You get to live each day knowing that your sins are forgiven and that God loves you.  You get to live each day doing all that you do to the glory of God and loving others in Jesus’ name.  When you do face times of hardship and trial, you can know that you have a hope in Jesus that not even death can take away.  Always remember these words of Paul:  “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.”

Amen!
