SHINING AS STARS

Philippians 2:12-30
Key Verse 2:14-15

	“Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe.”

	In today’s passage we can learn how to conduct ourselves in this crooked and depraved generation.

I. Dear Friends (12-18)

First, continue to work out your salvation (12a)

	Look at v. 12. "Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed--not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence--continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling." In the book of Philippians the word "friends" is repeated twice (2:12; 4:1). Here in v. 12, Paul calls the brothers and sisters in the Lord at the church of Philippi "dear friends." Then in 4:1, he says, "[m]y brothers, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, that is how you should stand firm in the Lord, dear friends!" When Paul used the word "friend," he did not use it lightly; he did not casually say to strangers, "hey, amigo!" or "hi, buddy." Rather he used “friend” to mean what it actually means: in the Bible, a friend is one who knows the Lord and obeys the Lord. Abraham knew the Lord and he also obeyed the Lord, so he was called God's friend (James 2:23). Likewise, when Jesus came he said to his disciples, “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I command. I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master's business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you” (Jn 15:13-15).

	Indeed, knowing the Lord in person, loving him as our dear Lord and Savior, and obeying his command, especially the command to love one another, is what elevates man to an exalted level, so exalted as to be called "God's friend." In the past Paul was disobedient to the Lord. But by God's grace the Lord God not only saved him from the power of sin and death but also established him as an apostle of Jesus Christ. The same thing happened to the brothers and sisters at the church of Philippi. In their past ignorance, they rebelled against the Lord; they lived as God's enemies. But in his mercy God sent Paul as their shepherd. Through Paul they repented of their rebellious ways of life. They then lived as God's friends. 

	Now Paul was in Rome, a city far away from Philippi. Nowadays we have all sorts of ways to communicate with one another. We have world mail, phones, cell phones, emails, etc. and so forth. But in Paul's day it was not easy for someone in Rome to communicate with others in Philippi. When a shepherd is away, sheep tend to kick back and relax. They lower their “spiritual guards,” so to speak. For example, they are tempted to skip daily bread. Instead of holding regular worship services – on Sundays and Wednesdays – they feel like staying at home and watching TV. 

	What then will happen to them? The answer is clear: they will only grow worse and, eventually, they will become God's enemies as opposed to God’s friends. The Apostle Paul knew this very well. So what did he do? He wrote a long letter. In his epistle, he says in v. 12, "Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed--not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence--continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling."

	Here the word "continue" is very important. What does "continue" mean? Continue means continue. Obedience is never a one time transaction. Obedience is what we need to be doing as long as we are still breathing. Speaking of this truth, the Apostle Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15:31, "I die every day--I mean that, brothers!" Similarly, Jesus said to his followers, "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me." 

Second, God works in you (12b-13)

	Let us read v. 12 again but this time together with v. 13. "Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed--not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence--continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose." One thing that comes to our attention is the expression - "not only in my presence but how much more in my absence." This sounds strange. While Paul was with them, they always obeyed the Lord. Now Paul was away from them. So with all other conditions being equal, they should have been able to obey the Lord as much as they had in the past. But Paul says, "how much more in my absence!" In other words, Paul expected them to obey the Lord much more than before. How come? 

	We find the answer to this question in John 14:12 where Jesus said to his disciples: "I tell you the truth, anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing. He will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father." The expression "because I am going to the Father" talks about the coming of the Holy Spirit. So even though human shepherds like Paul would be away, Paul knew that the Holy Spirit, who is far greater than any human shepherd, would certainly enable each of his sheep to do far greater things than the things they would do while they were with their human shepherds. For the exact same reason, Paul says in vs. 12-13, "Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed--not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence--continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose."

	Now, two points deserve our special attention again:

(1) We need to work out our salvation with fear and trembling. 

	Here the phrase, "with fear and trembling" tells us that we cannot live our lives at random. In a way, our life's journey in the Lord is like a man flying from Chicago to Los Angeles. Yesterday, I attended a wedding in Chicago. Then I flew back from Chicago to Los Angeles. To be very frank with you, each time I fly, an ominous thought arises in the back in my mind: "What if this airplane goes down?" You know, if you are seated inside of an airplane, it is impossible for you to shake this kind of thought because, in the first place, before the airplane even takes off of the runway, by law, its crew members always remind you of the safety measures you need to take “just in case.” Of course these are called "safety" measures. But are they really going to protect your life? Are they going to "save" you? Suppose the airplane crashes into the Pacific Ocean and starts to sink. Will you have time to put on your orange life preserver? Even if you put it on, will you be able to make it out onto the surface? Still, will you be able to remain afloat until rescue comes? And if you manage all these things, then for how long can you survive like this? After all, what can you do, since you are merely a "passenger"? You are not the pilot! So what I do is tune out whatever they’re saying and do my own thing. 

	But the problem with life is different. Genesis 1:26-28 and Genesis 2:7 indicate that the Lord God in fact designed us to operate as the pilots of our own lives. Indeed, God has put each of us in the cockpit! Upon taking off, each one of us, as a pilot of “Life Airlines,” is supposed to figure out the flight path to the destination. And we are supposed to read the manual on how to operate the airplane similarly named “Life.” 

	This analogy helps us to understand why Paul says, "Dear friends ... continue to work out your salvation with 'fear and trembling'"! The passengers of an airplane can sit back and relax. They can read a novel or flip through a magazine. They even can fall asleep. But not so the pilot! What will happen to the airplane if the pilot falls asleep? What if the pilot is on drugs? The point here is that, as far as the running of our lives, we are not the passenger but the pilot! This is a very important point for us to remember. Many people say, "Hey, this is my life. Don't ask me to do this or to do that." That’s right. Your life is your life, just as my life is my life. And no one but you can and in fact should live your life. In the first place, it is not even the way God designed life to function. But we must remember this: our life, as big and as beautiful as it is, can go wrong in a million different ways. Yet it is still you yourself who should pick which way or ways to go. And once your life goes wrong, it will go wrong all the way. And as your life goes down, it will go down to the bottomless pit!  The Bible calls this state “hell” (Lk 16:23), and if you continue to go down this path, then it will lead into the "fiery lake of burning sulfur," as in Revelation 21:8 the Apostle John says, "But the cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, those who practice magic arts, the idolaters and all liars--their place will be in the fiery lake of burning sulfur. This is the second death." Precisely for this reason the Apostle Paul says, "[C]ontinue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling." 

(2) We must remember that it is God who works in us to will and act according to his good purpose. 

	But thanks be to the Lord God: he has provided us with a wonderful way to successfully navigate our life's journey until we finally reach our desired haven safe and sound. Look at v. 13 again. "For it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose." Do you remember the picture of the boy steering the wheel of a boat with Jesus standing over him, showing him the way? When we compare this picture with what Paul says in v. 13, the picture might be a bit misleading. In the picture, we see Jesus standing over (“outside”) of the boy. But Paul says in v. 13, God is working "in" you! Wow! God works in each of us. Plus he goes one step further, "God works in us to will and act according to his good purpose!" By this Paul means that God works in us so that we would will and act according to his good purpose! 

	When we stop and think about how this can work in the every day events of our lives, we can then understand why Paul says what he says in many places of his epistles: for example, in Phil. 1:21, Paul says, "For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain." Then in Galatians 2:20 he says, "I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me." At the discipleship conference, one brother cried out to God, "Change me or kill me!" The Lord God heard his cry and gave him Galatians 2:20. 

	How then can we actually live life in such a way that we would will and act according to God's good purpose? The Apostle Paul answers this question in Romans 8. So I would encourage everyone to read Romans 8:1-39. 

Third, so you too should be glad and rejoice with me (14-18)

	In vs. 14-18 the Apostle Paul issues a few more instructions on how to live life here on earth, because life in the Lord is not as simple as it seems. Here are 2 points for us to consider:

(1) Do everything without complaining or arguing (14).

	Although we are supposed to will and act in accordance with God's good purpose, it is easy to fail to grasp God's so-called “good” purpose, so we end up complaining and arguing. This is primarily because of our sinful nature and lack of faith in God’s goodness.

	The tricky thing is that, although Paul describes God's purpose as "good," on many occasions what is good comes out of what is seemingly bad or even terrible. We find plenty of examples in the Bible. For example, when the Lord God brought the Israelites out of Egypt, the Lord God had a good purpose for them, that is, to establish them as a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. To fulfill this purpose, the Lord God led them into and then through a desert. There the Lord God came up with a special food called “manna.” This food was designed to serve God’s purpose very well, that is, to train them into a holy nation. First of all, even if you consume manna, while it fully satisfies all of your bodily needs, you do not need to go to the bathroom as quickly and often as you normally would. But the Israelites did not understand the goodness of this purpose. So they complained to Moses. They argued with Moses day in and day out. 

	Another example was the Lord's call for the Israelites to take possession of the Promised Land by fighting and winning victories in fierce battle after battle against people as strong as Mike Tyson. The ultimate purpose was to train them to be true, brave, and bold rulers and conquerors. But they did not understand the Lord's purpose. So they complained to Moses. They argued with Moses. What then happened to them? Of all who came out of Egypt only two made it into the Promised Land. 

	In the immediate case, the Lord loved the Apostle Paul. So what did the Lord do for Paul? He put him in "chains." In what? Yes. In chains! Yet Paul did not complain. He did not argue with the Lord. Rather he thanked God all the more. Why? Because he understood that the chains were part of the Lord's wonderful design to advance the gospel farther than anyone could have possibly imagined. 

	When I think about myself, I am tempted to complain and argue. For example, on my return trip to Los Angeles from Chicago, I had to wait for three and a half hours before I could even board the airplane! Actually, my original plan was to attend the wedding Friday evening, participate at the senior staff meeting immediately after the wedding, lasting until around midnight, and then come back home early Saturday morning. Thus my return flight was scheduled to depart at 6:30 a.m. on Saturday morning. But suddenly Dr. Mark Yoon called me saying, "We have decided to postpone the meeting to start Saturday morning rather than late Friday evening." Later I learned that this was because Mother Barry needed to meet with some chapter directors in the Chicago area to discuss the upcoming Summer Bible Conference. So quite reluctantly I changed my return flight schedule till 5:40 p.m. on Saturday. So after the meeting was finally finished, and as I waited at the airport to board the plane, I felt like complaining. I even wanted to argue with Mother Barry saying, "Why do you treat me like this?" But during all of this, I reluctantly opened the Bible and began to meditate on today’s passage. Then I recognized that it was a wonderful time for me to meditate on God's word! Had it not been for this delay, I could have been running around Downey doing everything except for meditating on the word of God. 

	Then by the time my flight reached LAX, I felt like complaining to God for another reason. See, I needed to visit a restroom before landing. While washing up, I took a good look at myself in the mirror. And I did not like the way I looked. So I complained, "God, why did you create me like this? Why am I not as handsome as Charlton Heston?" But I knew that I could not do anything to improve my looks. And I certainly do not want cosmetic surgery. So I went back to the waiting area and sat down again. Then, after a while, as I meditated on this passage, I learned that God had a good purpose even in creating me as "plain" as I am: he wanted to keep me humble rather than proud. Thank God. 

(2) Hold out the word of life (15-16a).

	Look at vs. 15-16, "So that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe as you hold out the word of life--in order that I may boast on the day of Christ that I did not run or labor for nothing." Haven't I mentioned on many occasions that the Apostle Paul writes such long sentences that they often make us confused? But even in studying God's word expressed in such long sentences like this, we should not complain. Rather as we meditate on the meanings couched herein, we can find good nutrition for our soul. 

	With this in mind let us look at vs. 15-16 again. Here we see the grammatical structure of the sentence framed in this manner: "So that...as...in order that." In other words, the phrase "so that" is linked up with “as [you hold out the word of life].” So we learn that it is when we hold out the word of life that we can attain to God's perfection and thus shine like stars in a dark sky. 

	The expression "hold out" has two meanings: "hold" and "out." "Hold" means "to retain." We need to retain the word of life in our hearts. The world is still crooked and depraved. Notice the order, crooked first and then depraved second. And the world is growing worse and worse like this with each passing day, in increasing measure. In this crooked and depraved generation, how can we keep ourselves pure and blameless? How can we live our lives in a manner worthy of the title “children of God without fault”? It is only when we retain the word of life in our hearts. Then the word of life in us not only purifies but also strengthens us. Then we will be empowered to get the word out to many by teaching the Bible. With the word of God, we can correct, rebuke, and encourage others. Our sheep may or may not accept God's word. But without a doubt we will always benefit by the word of life in spite of what our sheep do or do not do. Thus God fills us with the glory of his life! 

	And then what Paul says in vs. 16-18 will come true. Let us read vs. 16-18. "As you hold out the word of life--in order that I may boast on the day of Christ that I did not run or labor for nothing. But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you. So you too should be glad and rejoice with me." As we live as shepherds and shepherdesses, the Lord God will enable us to bear the kind of fruit he has in mind. Then, when Jesus comes again, Jesus will reward each of us, all in accordance with what we have done while in the body (2Co 5:10). 

II. Timothy and Epaphroditus (19-28)

	Vs. 19-28 are quite obvious in meaning. But just for the sake of clarification, we would like to briefly think about this passage in two ways:

First, Timothy (19-24)

	In vs. 19-24, the Apostle Paul speaks well of Timothy. What is the point of his compliments? Let us read vs. 20-24. Here, we learn that because Timothy loved Jesus, he could look to the interests of others, particularly the interest of the Apostle Paul. His example is especially heart-moving because, in a generation where respect for the elderly (especially spiritual parents), had largely been lost, Timothy demonstrated his deep and loving respect for his spiritual father, the Apostle Paul. Actually, by God's providence, this coming Tuesday I would like to encourage everyone to go and visit a special "Korean/U.S. Family Festival" at 7:00 p.m. which will be held at the Ebel Theater in the mid-Wilshire area. Admittance is free of charge. And there, we will see what it is for children to show a deep, abiding, and loving respect for parents. 

Second, Epaphroditus (25-28)

	In vs. 25-28, Paul speaks well of another person, Epaphroditus. He was from the church of Philippi. Apparently, he worked as a courier on behalf of the brothers and sisters at the church of Philippi, carrying the offerings from them to Paul in Rome. What kind of person was he? Paul characterizes him with four different titles: “brother,” “fellow worker,” “fellow soldier,” and “messenger.” Yet more than these titles, Paul speaks so highly of Epaphroditus because he "risked" his life for Jesus. In this way, Epaphroditus set a living example of a star that shines in a dark sky. At first glance, the analogy of living as stars shining in a dark sky seems glamorous. But in essence, it involves a life that is willing to risk itself for Jesus and for fellow soldiers like Paul. There are a few stars here in our own ministry. And I thank God for each one of them. 

One word: shining like stars.

