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September 21, 2014   Philippians - Brothers Are Born in Adversity 

 

Proverbs 17:17 says, “A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for adversity.”   

 

You remember those times especially - when you are going through troubles - the ones who called you 

and those who didn’t - who supported you and who left you high and dry.  Those are defining moments 

in our relationships and make them deep.  They give birth to brothers.   

 

One reason Paul wrote this letter to the Philippians was because they really came to life for Paul when 

he was in prison for preaching the Gospel.  The Philippians sent Epaphroditus with some sort of a gift 

from their congregation in order to help Paul.  In chapter 4:16 Paul said that the Philippians had sent 

him aid “again and again.”  The congregation had a habit of being generous.  Epaphroditus himself 

was defined by Paul in chapter 1 as, “my brother, fellow worker and fellow soldier,” sent 

specifically to take care of Paul’s needs.   

 

Paul was extremely grateful for this help that came from them.  So his letter is filled with thanksgiving, 

even though he was in jail.  He wrote in the opening verses,  

 
3 
I thank my God every time I remember you. 

4 
In all my prayers for all of you, I always 

pray with joy 
5 
because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, 

6 

being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to 

completion until the day of Christ Jesus.   

 

Paul wasn’t complaining about the Roman government and how he had been wrongfully imprisoned.  

He looked at this whole situation as an opening through which the Gospel could be shared even more.  

Everyone knew why Paul was in jail.  While he was in jail he was able to write these letters which are 

now in our Bible; which we study and grow from yet today!  So Paul was thankful for the whole 

situation.   

 

Notice also in this opening prayer WHO Paul is praying for - not for himself - but for the Philippians.  

He didn’t want them to get depressed or to think that God has somehow abandoned Paul.  Epaphroditus 

had become ill and almost died while caring for Paul.  Paul knew the Philippians were concerned about 

him.  So Paul sent Epaphroditus back in order to relieve their fears; even though he could have still 

used him.  Isn’t it interesting to see how Paul was completely focused outside of himself and concerned 

primarily about the Philippians; even while he was in jail! 

 

Paul was basically practicing what he preached in Philippians chapter 2 where he wrote,  

 

In humility value others above yourselves, 4 not looking to your own interests but each of you to 

the interests of the others. 5 In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as 

Christ Jesus: 
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6 Who, being in very nature God, 

    did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage; 

7 rather, he made himself nothing 

    by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. 

8 And being found in appearance as a man, 

    he humbled himself by becoming obedient to death—even death on a cross! 

 

The whole story of Christ is how God came to earth and - in a sense- didn’t care about Himself at all.  

Why did Christ become man?  Why did He go to the cross and stay on the cross?  Why did He die a 

criminal’s death?  Even when He was on trial Jesus amazed Pilate because He didn’t try to DEFEND 

Himself.  Why?  Pilate couldn’t figure it out!   

 

When President Bush went to Iraq he was accused of going there for oil.  When President Clinton 

bombed an aspirin factory he was accused of doing it to take the focus off of his sexual scandal with 

Monica Lewinsky.  If you follow the Ray Rice situation on TV, the commissioner of the NFL is being 

accused of suspending him because he’s only trying to save his job.  There always has to be a HIDDEN 

motive!  

 

With Christ, the motive was clear.  God’s Word doesn’t hide it at all.  Jesus came here to become us; to 

die under our sin; to be blamed for what we did and treated as we deserved; so that on Judgment Day 

we could be treated as He deserved.  He did it so that we could end up in heaven with Him!  Think 

about it.  Jesus was perfectly fine in heaven.  He didn’t need us in heaven with Him in order to make 

Him a better God or in order to get praise from us.  He had plenty of praise from the angels.  Yet He 

chose to come down here anyway - for OUR benefit - not His - so that WE could be in heaven.   

 

That wonderful Gospel motivated Paul - it changed him completely.  He wrote,  

 
8 
What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of 

knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them 

rubbish, that I may gain Christ 
9 
and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my 

own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the righteousness 

that comes from God and is by faith. 
10 

I want to know Christ and the power of his 

resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 
11 

and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.   

 

Nothing else mattered to Paul anymore.  He wanted to be found in Christ alone.  It didn’t matter how 

long he lived - whether he died in jail or not - had grandkids or not - had good health or not.  He was 

willing to be stoned, shipwrecked, beaten, rejected; it didn’t matter; as long as it brought him closer to 

Christ.  What was a little bit of suffering compared to an eternity in heaven?  He wanted everyone to 

know and believe in Christ and be found in Him so they could be resurrected to eternal life.   This was 

the secret that Paul was talking about in chapter 4 when he wrote,  



3 

 

I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. 12 I know what it is to be in need, 

and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and 

every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. 13 I can 

do all this through him who gives me strength. 

 

The Gospel produced a wonderful zeal in Paul that motivated him to sacrifice his time and body and 

energy to the spread of the Gospel.  Paul used the example of Christ and his own example as a pattern 

of how the Philippians were to live.  He wrote at the end of chapter 3 -  

 
17 

Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live 

according to the pattern we gave you. 
18 

For, as I have often told you before and now say 

again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. 
19 

Their destiny is 

destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is on 

earthly things. 
20 

But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from 

there, the Lord Jesus Christ, 
21 

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. Therefore, my brothers, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, that is 

how you should stand firm in the Lord, dear friends!   

 

Who is your god?  What is your passion?  Note the contrast that Paul makes - between those who are 

focused on their stomachs - what tastes good and what feels good to them and for them - vs. those who 

are focused on Christ and the salvation to come.   

 

Some have accused Christians of being too heavenly minded - so that they are of no earthly good.  But 

that simply isn’t the case.  When your mind is on heaven and the glories to come, you will be free to 

serve those in this world; especially your brothers in the faith; with a reckless abandon; unconcerned 

over earthly success or glory; only looking forward to the coming transformation.  This is how Paul 

lived.  This is how he wanted the Philippians to live.  This is how he wants you to live.   

 

When the Philippians responded with their generous gifts to Paul, it made Paul happy.  He called it a 

“fragrant offering” and an “acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to God.”   They were living according to 

the pattern.  We need to remember that; the sacrifices we make to the glory of God; from faith in 

Christ; they are pleasing and acceptable to God.   

 

So look at how the Gospel affected Paul and how it affects us.  He is in prison and in need of help, yet 

he isn’t demanding help and acting as if the world has come to an end, for he knew God loved him in 

Christ and that in the resurrection the world was just beginning.  Nonetheless, the Philippians did 

something about it.  He wrote this letter with rejoicing and thanksgiving to God who had brought them 

together in Christ and produced a similar type of generosity in the Philippians. 
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The Gospel is about what God actually DID for us in Christ.  It is loving action in the most painful 

sense.   

 

Jesus didn’t come to sympathize with our weaknesses.  He didn’t come to “like” us into heaven.  He 

came to be damned under the Father’s wrath and be crucified on the cross in order to pay for what we’d 

done.  He came to confront us with who we are and tell us to kneel before Him; to hide behind the 

cross and find refuge there.  He didn’t come to make us feel good about ourselves.  He came to give us 

refuge in the CROSS and resurrection.  This is the final solution to all of life’s problems.  What did he 

tell the Philippians and us?   

 
27 

Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. . . 

contending as one man for the faith of the gospel 
28 

without being frightened in any way by 

those who oppose you. This is a sign to them that they will be destroyed, but that you will 

be saved—and that by God.  

  

“Whatever happens,” Paul said.  No matter what - car accident, cancer, tornado, open persecution, 

marriage problems - whatever it may be - come what may, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy 

of the gospel of Christ.  What does that mean? Those who believe the gospel are called outside of 

themselves; to have confidence in Christ; to know and believe they are forgiven and headed to heaven; 

to suffer in service to Christ; no matter what the call; for all is in God’s hands.  What conduct proves 

the Gospel more than sacrificial and selfless living for the benefit of others?  What conduct shows this 

more than being friends and brothers to our fellow Christians here and abroad?  What proves this more 

than when we stand up for each other and cover for each other and suffer for each in times of need, just 

as Paul did for the Philippians and the Philippians did for Paul?  We’ve seen it here in action through 

sudden death and terrible accident and diseases.  It’s been a beautiful thing when it happens - worthy of 

the gospel of Christ.   

 

Proverbs 17:17 says, “A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for adversity.”   

 

The world is becoming full of more and more adversity; from a social aspect; from a religious aspect; 

from a world wide terror aspect.  There’s no getting around it.  Cry as we may about what is happening 

in the world and where our world is headed, we can also look at this as a tremendous opportunity for 

brothers to be born.  Brothers aren’t born in good times. Brothers are born in adversity.  The 

Philippians proved their brotherhood with Paul while he was in prison - and Paul rejoiced in what the 

Gospel did for them and called on them to continue in Christ.  I hope and pray that we bring about the 

same kind of rejoicing in heaven over what adversity does to us so that we become God’s modern day 

Philippians.  Amen.  


