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Philippians 1:21-30 

21 For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain.  22 If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful 
labor for me; and I do not know which I prefer.  23 I am hard pressed between the two: my desire 
is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better; 24 but to remain in the flesh is more 
necessary for you.  25 Since I am convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue with all 
of you for your progress and joy in faith, 26 so that I may share abundantly in your boasting in 
Christ Jesus when I come to you again. 

27 Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and see 
you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you are standing firm in one spirit, 
striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel, 28 and are in no way intimidated 
by your opponents.  For them this is evidence of their destruction, but of your salvation.  And 
this is God’s doing.  29 For he has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in 
Christ, but of suffering for him as well— 30 since you are having the same struggle that you saw 
I had and now hear that I still have. 

---- 

As I walk around the neighborhood of Fourth and Broadway in Baraboo, I see lots of yard 
signs.  Most support a candidate for president.  Democracy – where each person can have 
their say in who will be their elected leaders – is a beautiful thing.  What’s not so pretty is the 
unprecedented level of political divisiveness we are experiencing as a country, as a state, as 
a local community.  That divisiveness turned ugly on Tuesday night in the first presidential 
debate.  The 1 ½ hours spectacle contained insults, repeated interruptions, name calling, 
falsehoods and acrimony as moderator Chris Wallace struggled mightily to keep things civil.  
He failed.  It was not pretty sight.  All that is in contrast to the beauty of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ.  Today’s passage has something to say to us about living a life worthy of the gospel in 
this politically divided climate we’re in right now.  

In Philippians 1:21-26 we hear Paul’s self-talk as he sits in prison.  Death is close; Christ has 
meant everything to him.  “For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain.”  Dying would mean 
union with Christ in heaven: pure joy.  Yet Paul also wants to remain on earth to continue to 
serve the Philippians in whatever way he can.  Even though he may never see them again in 
person, he can still encourage them through letters.  Paul is confused as to which one is 
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better.  “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 for you.”  It would be better 
for the Philippians if he remained on earth, so that is what he chooses.  “Since I am 
convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue with all of you for your progress and 
joy in faith.” 

Selfishness is ugly.  Delighting in what’s best for others is beautiful.  It’s a beautiful thing to 
think of God and others first, and only later of yourself.  And here Paul gives us an example 
of a beautiful, Christlike life.  He chooses what is better for others, not himself.  Because it is 
better for them, Paul wants to remain on earth.  Paul goes on to urge the Philippians to “live 
your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ.”  (1:27) The word he uses for “live your 
life” or “conduct yourselves “is a Greek word “politeuomai” which comes from the noun for 
“commonwealth” or “citizenship.”  Be a good citizen.  Philippians were Roman citizens and 
knew about citizens’ rights and responsibilities in relationship to the Roman Empire.  Paul 
tells them “be good citizens of the Christian Community”; be loyal to their your community, 
be of one mind, unified, standing firm even in the face of persecution.  It’s a beautiful thing 
when Christians put the needs of others first.  That is what Christ himself did; that is what 
Paul did; and that is what the Philippians are now urged to do.  This is what a life worthy of 
the gospel means.  It means to respond to the gift of Christ’s self-giving to us by giving 
ourselves for others. 

So, let’s come back to Baraboo and see 
how this applies to us.  I started out 
today talking about yard signs in the 
neighborhood.  First United Methodist 
church has a yard sign too.  It’s not 
supporting a candidate for president 
though.  Ours says, “United Methodists 
Stand Against Racism.”  This sign 
represents our desire to not be selfish, 
and to think of others before ourselves.  
The time we are living in – this COVID 

time – has felt apocalyptic.  Indeed it is.  That word means uncovering.  The racism that has 
existed in our country since its beginning is being uncovered.  And people in our church are 
responding not in defensiveness but in humility.  With a desire to hear the stories of black 
people; brown people; indigenous people.  It’s in the self-interest of whites to maintain our 
white privilege, to resist hearing the stories of what it feels like to be black, to be pulled over 
by the police, to live in fear for one’s family, to feel justice is never done for our community.  
Many of us are willing to do the work of going outside the dominant white Christian 
narrative of our faith.  Ever since the death of George Floyd people have been studying, 
talking about, taking action to address white privilege; acknowledging the institutional 
racism is pervasive in this country and it is in us too.  And we are beginning to confess that 
our track record as Christians is not so good on racism.  
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It’s a beautiful thing whenever people repent of their sin and seek to live in peace with one 
another.  It helps to remember our Philippian friends who in the early days of the church 
made the same confession of faith we do: Jesus is LORD.  Romans 10:9 has the earliest 
Christian confession: “If you declare with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your 
heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.”  To say Jesus is LORD, means 
God in Jesus is the highest authority in your life.  This is what we confess in that ancient 
baptismal confession we call the Apostles’ Creed, which we’ll recite in a minute:  

“I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our LORD . . .”  

Ben Myers writes in his book on the Apostles’ Creed that when we call Jesus LORD we 
identify Jesus the person with the God of the Hebrew scripture, YHWH, also called Kyrios or 
LORD.  To confess that the person Jesus is your LORD means to set him above all other 
loyalties.  Saying this put the institution of slavery into question for early Christians.  In Christ 
all distinctions (Jew & Greek, male & female, slave & free) fell away.  In Paul’s letter to 
Philemon he urges a believer to regard his Christian slave “no longer a slave but a beloved 
brother.” (Phlm 16)  Gregory of Nyssa, an early church father, blasted the institution of 
slavery for making one person the master of another.  Slavery involved human beings 
claiming an authority that belongs only to God.  Calling Jesus Lord began a slow revolution 
which continues to this day, dismantling racism in all its forms.  When a 99% white church in 
Baraboo, Wisconsin puts a banner “United Methodists stand Against Racism” on their lawn, 
it is doing something beautiful: relinquishing their position of privilege for the sake of other.  
Not thinking of ourselves and maintaining our own privileged position but being willing to 
do the hard work of dismantling a system of oppression that goes against the gospel of 
Christ; a system most in the church benefit from. 

So, friends, in Paul’s words: “live a life worthy of the gospel.”  People in the Baraboo 
community are watching you; watching to see what Christ followers do in this divisive 
election season.  People are watching what we post on social media; reading your letters to 
the editor; drawing conclusions from this about what it means to follow Jesus.  Be civil.  Be 
respectful.  Be intentional.  Be ready to humbly give up your position of privilege.  Do what is 
better for others, not yourself.  Show you are listening to the stories of blacks, indigenous 
people, people of color.  Stand up for the gospel.  Be prepared to encounter opposition.  
There are real forces active in the Baraboo area working to keep white privilege, white 
supremacy in place.  I’ve seen it.  I’ve seen their trucks with confederate flags gunning down 
8th Avenue and Main street in Reedsburg.  I’ve heard the taunts and shouts of people who 
ridicule, insult and denigrate the cause of justice and peace. 

To these people, when you encounter them, be ready to witness to your faith, in word and 
deed: Racism has no place in the Christian faith.  Jesus is LORD of all.  In Christ “there is no 
longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for 
all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:28)  Christ alone – not any candidate, not any 
political ideology, or political party – is our hope and our salvation. 

Thanks be to God who gives us the victory through our LORD Jesus Christ.  Amen.  


