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        Philippians 1:20-26 12-2 -18 

The Christian Looks at Life 
 

 We read again from the epistle of the apostle to the church at Philippi. We pick up in chapter 

one verse 20, where Paul speaks of his 20-26 earnest expectation and hope, that I will not be put to 

shame in anything, but that with all boldness, Christ will even now, as always, be exalted in my 

body, whether by life or by death. 21 For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. 22 But if I am to 

live on in the flesh, this will mean fruitful labor for me; and I do not know which to choose. 23 But I 

am hard-pressed from both directions, having the desire to depart and be with Christ, for that is very 

much better. 24 yet to remain on in the flesh is more necessary for your sake. 25 Convinced of this, I 

know that I will remain and continue with you all for your progress and joy in the faith.  

     Picture in your mind two mountain-climbers approaching the mountain-top, with scraggly 

beards, backpacks in place, their faces tell the story of their week-long struggle to scale that 

mountain. Dirty, tired, one with blood caked to his leg and trousers, and, at last, they reach the 

summit. Together they pull themselves up waist even with the mountain top. They look up and see 

what they had come for – the great guru squatting there in all his sagacity and wisdom, complete 

with robe and long beard. These two desperate, determined seekers of truth look up at him and say, 

“Great Teacher, what is the meaning of life?” The guru looks down at these two and says, “I’d tell 

you, but you really don’t want to know.” The meaning of life. So many different answers: some 

pessimistic, some sentimental, some funny, some bizarre. A famous Buddhist once said that the 

meaning of life is one hand clapping. I had a kooky friend in school, who was fond of saying, Life, 

oh yes, life is like an onion. It comes off in layers and sometimes makes you weep. Well, do you have 

an answer? The world listens for the answer, that short statement that will say it all and clear up all 

the confusion. I had a friend who was in a college philosophy class for which the mid-term exam 

consisted of this question: What is life? Be specific. Use illustrations and examples.  

     Nowhere is that question asked in the Bible. But it is answered by the brilliant theologian 

Paul of Tarsus who applies to his answer all his acumen and learning, but with a sublime simplicity 

says 21a For me to live is Christ. It is that short assertion about the meaning of life that we will deal 

with first this morning as we examine what Philippians 1 teaches us about, first of all, the meaning 

of life in general and secondly, about the purpose of this present life in particular 

    So, first off, the meaning of life, according to the Bible is Christ. Now, what is a Christ? Is 

that like one hand clapping? Is Christ a spirit that pervades the universe? Or a set of esoteric truths 
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which one must know? What is this Christ that is the meaning to life? In answering that we must 

recognize that Christ, the meaning to life, is not a what but a who. Christ is a person and that 

someone who lived, worked and died as Jesus of Nazareth around 30 AD. And it may sound strange 

to say that a person is the meaning of life but it is so. And it all goes to highlight the fact that homo 

sapiens were created for a relationship. It is the privilege of the human to know and be known 

intimately by the creator God. Anything different or beneath that is unworthy of man and unfulfilling 

as well. Tozer wrote about an independently wealthy man in England who spent his time and life 

trying to breed the perfect spotted mouse. Can you imagine? Maybe spotted mice do make better 

pets than your normal mouse-colored mouse. But what a waste! Here is a man created to worship 

and have fellowship with the eternal God and he spends his life with spotted mice! But we all have 

our spotted mice of one form or another don’t we? Now remember this about Christianity. At the 

bottom line, it is not a list of rules, or a set of beliefs, or even a lifestyle, it is a relationship. It is not 

the church, it is not the cross, it is not justification by faith, and it is not the Bible. To live, to live, to 

live is Christ! Whatever you have that you call Christianity, if it is not a personal relationship with 

the Lord Jesus Christ it is a fraud and you are the defrauded.  

      Let’s go on. What is it about this Christ that leads Paul to say that He is the meaning of life? 

First of all, Christ is the source of life. Without Christ, Paul knows he is a dead man. But it was the 

Master’s touch on his servant’s spirit that brought life. And Jesus Christ alone can give a man real 

life. Jesus said, “I am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me and I in him, he bears 

much fruit, for apart from Me you can do nothing.” In John 14:6 I am the way, and the truth, and the 

life. He offered Himself to men as the water of life. He alone can do that.  

     Secondly, Christ is the end and aim of the Christian life. All that we are and all that we do is 

directed to His glory. The great end of our union as a church is to be His holy bride. We are not to 

live unto and for ourselves, but for Christ. See what Paul says is his overwhelming concern in verse 

20 that with all boldness, Christ will even now, as always, be exalted in my body, whether by life or 

by death. That is what it’s all about. If we live - Jesus, if we die – Jesus. Are you willing to die for 

Christ’s glory? I am told that years ago it was common that men coming for ordination in the 

Presbyterian church would be asked by their presbytery this question: Would you be willing to go to 

hell for the glory of God? Woah! That’s a tough one. I’m told that one fella who had endured a 

particularly difficult examination by his presbytery, when he was asked that question responded by 

saying, “I am willing for the entire presbytery to go to hell for the glory of God.” But seriously, are 
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you willing to die for God’s glory? I expect most of you can say yes to that. But you know it’s one 

thing to die for Christ. It’s another thing to live for Him. And the acid test of devotion is whether 

indeed you daily, consistently lay out your life as a sacrifice to Him. But that is what’s involved 

when you say 21a to live is Christ. Christ is also the aim of the Christian life in that He Himself is 

the reward for it. Paul does not look forward to heaven that he might be with James or Stephen or 

Moses or that he might be free of physical pain. His hope is to be with Christ. Our Lord is the source 

and the aim of our life.  

     Thirdly, He is our model for life. We are to live as His mimics, to do as He would do, to 

speak as He would speak. His own character is the pattern toward which we mold and transform 

ourselves. So you see in these three and every way to live is Christ.  He is our all, the meaning of life 

for Paul and for the Christian. How about you? Paul says for me to live is Christ. What about for 

you?  

     I remember reading an article in the paper about a woman who was hung up on Ann Margret, 

the aged actress. This woman was just obsessed with Ann Margret. She actually said that, it’s worth 

getting up in the morning just because I know she’s out there. Can you imagine? When I read that, I 

thought of the song Because He Lives. We don’t sing it. Well maybe at Easter, but you senior 

believers know how it goes. One line of it says, Because He lives, I can face tomorrow. That’s 

exactly the way I feel. But many have a devotion that parallels Paul’s devotion to Christ. Paul says, 

for me, to live is Christ. Some say, for me to live is Lady Gaga, for me to live is Beyonce, for me to 

live is Lebron, for me to live is food, fortnite, football, fantasy novels. What do you say? If you are 

taking notes, I want you to write this down: for me to live is _______ Now, before you fill in the 

blank, I want to ask you a few questions that should lead you to your answer. #1 – What or who 

determines most how you spend your time? #2 What or who determines how you spend your 

money? #3 What thought inspires you most? #4 What in life has brought you the most joy? #5 What 

would you be least willing to give up? #6 What do you desire most in life? Huh? What goes in your 

blank? Is it money? Entertainment? Do you live for weekends? For some, for me to live is my house, 

my family, myself, my work, my sport, or my craft. Whatever it is, if it’s not Christ, you lose, and I 

urge you to repent and renew the practical preeminence of Jesus in your life starting today. For you 

the meaning of all life is Christ. Paul does not say, a big part of my life is Christ. Do you describe 

Jesus that way? I hope not. I hope it goes further than that. To live is Christ, 100% - absolutely. 

Don’t think it’s true for preachers but not for you. All of us have things in our lives that rival the 
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place of Jesus. But life is not my job, nor my family, nor my ministry – not anything but Christ. He 

is to be all in all. 

     That is true whether we think of this life or the life in glory. Christ is all in all there too. But 

there is something distinct about this life. Its meaning is Christ, but its distinct purpose is service and 

labor for others. Simply put, to live is to give. Look, will you, at our text again. I am so impressed 

with the heart of the apostle. This man who loves his Master. He wants to be with Him, but he is 

being pulled from two directions as he considers that to die means to be with Christ and that is much 

better for Paul, but he considers life in the flesh and what is the advantage of it? Look at this. Will 

you look at this? What a lesson is contained here! 22-24 But if I am to live on in the flesh, this will 

mean fruitful labor for me; and I do not know which to choose. 23 But I am hard-pressed from both 

directions, having the desire to depart and be with Christ, for that is very much better. 24 yet to 

remain on in the flesh is more necessary for your sake. What is the purpose of his life in the flesh? 

Clearly, it is to serve others. As far as Paul is concerned he would rather die. Now, I want you to 

ponder his attitude of service. Wanting to die as far as self is concerned, but what does he decide is 

best? To live on and serve. This is the Christian’s attitude of service and it’s the attitude we learn 

from our Leader who gave Himself a ransom for many. Jesus was without rival the man for others 

and we who follow are to have those same outwardly-focused eyes. No decision is ever be made 

without proper consideration of others. We live for others, and we don’t even die for ourselves. Next 

Sunday we are going to look at the Christian and death which Paul addresses in this passage along 

with life. We will ponder the speech of Hamlet: To be or not to be, that is the question. We will 

consider Hamlet’s private debate and you will see that Hamlet never included others in his thinking. 

He says, Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, or to 

take arms against a sea of troubles, and by opposing end them? To die: to sleep; no more; and by a 

sleep to say we end the heartache and the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to, ‘tis a 

consummation devoutly to be wish’d. But then he remembers that death may bring something worse 

than this life. Who would burdens bear, to grunt and sweat under a weary life, but that the dread of 

something after death, the undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveler returns puzzles the 

will, and makes us rather bear those ills we have than fly to others that we know not of? Notice  - it 

was all about Hamlet and what was in his interest. Sadly, this is often the case. And it is likely this 

very self-centeredness which results in someone thinking that life is pointless.  
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    Brethren, this perspective of Paul’s seems radical, but it is central to New Testament living. 

Our lives are to be Christ-centered, but focused on others. What is plainly taught by Jesus and Paul 

and clearly exemplified by Jesus and Paul is that the needs of others weigh stronger in our decision-

making than our own desires. The lesson is, when making a decision, consult the needs of the other 

rather than just the desires of self.  

     For most of us, this would be quite a change. We come out of the womb selfish. We 

generally grow up around selfish siblings under selfish parents, even among selfish “Christians” and 

although we learn courtesy and respect for others, we still tend to think selfishly. Tom Sine says that 

when we plan our lives, often around college-age, if a Christian we play a game called Finding the 

Will of God. It’s a game that begins with the question, what do I want? What do I want for a job, 

location, house and spouse? You find something that approximates what you want and then you 

negotiate (sometimes called prayer). You talk God into letting you have what you want. If 

everything works out: great job, house, spouse, then, if we have some extra time left over, we may 

do something for the church or some charity. The last question we learn to ask is the ministry 

question. But it’s the ministry question, the question of how God has appointed us to bless others, 

that is to guide us. Our first question should always be not, what do I want? But what does God 

want? For my locale, for my job, for my family, for my budget, for my Saturdays, for everything. 

But I’ll warn you now – if you sincerely ask God that, He will direct your attention and resources to 

others just like He did with Paul whose purpose for living was to labor for others. This is the attitude 

of service.  

     Now, some of you think It sounds like I will have to give up the good life? Is that what 

working for the kingdom really means? Oh No! God does so much better than that. We are not 

called to give up a chunk of the good life, but we are called to fundamentally redefine what the good 

life is all about. We are the ones to show the world how to sing and laugh and know what the good 

life is all about. Well, what is it all about? One thing for sure – the good life has nothing to with 

consumption. If it did, then today’s Americans would be the happiest people who ever live. But just 

listen to the griping tomorrow morning and you will see that we are not. Look at Acts chapter nine 

with me. Acts 9 gives the story of the conversion of Paul, who had come into the city of Damascus 

to incarcerate Christians and now was about to become one of them. While Paul waits, God speaks 

to a believer there named Ananias and tells him to go pray for Paul. When Ananias objected because 

he had heard of Paul’s original intentions, God says this to his servant. Acts 9:15-16 Go, for he is a 
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chosen instrument of Mine, to bear My name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel; 16 

for I will show him how much he must suffer for My name's sake. God promised suffering to Paul 

upon his entrance into Christian life and service. And God delivered on his promise. There came a 

time when Paul could write to the Corinthians and, in defense of his apostleship, say this, from II 

Corinthians 11:23-28 Are they servants of Christ?--I speak as if insane--I more so; in far more 

labors, in far more imprisonments, beaten times without number, often in danger of death.24 Five 

times I received from the Jews thirty-nine lashes. 25 Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was 

stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, a night and a day I have spent in the deep. 26 I have been on 

frequent journeys, in dangers from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from my countrymen, 

dangers from the Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in the wilderness, dangers on the sea, 

dangers among false brethren; 27 I have been in labor and hardship, through many sleepless nights, 

in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure. 28 Apart from such external things, 

there is the daily pressure on me of concern for all the churches. Who among us has lived a richer, 

fuller, more meaningful, more satisfying and happier life than the man who wrote those things? I 

remember well my pastor in college reading for us one morning the call of Jeremiah which is 

recorded in the first chapter of his book. When God called the prophet he tells him that he would not 

be believed when he preached and his message would cause him to be hated. And my pastor looked 

out at that congregation and said, Tell me, did God have a wonderful plan for Jeremiah’s life? Now, 

I ask you, after reading what we have today – did God have a wonderful plan for Paul’s life? The 

answer is Yes! But God defined the wonder of it all.  

    God defined the wonder of it all. But that wonder is a mystery to the unconverted. Jesus said 

of his sheep in John 10:10b I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly. Jesus brings the 

good life, the real thing. Did you know that the Gallup poll of Americans show that those classified 

as highly spiritual are twice as likely as others to be happy? They also give away more money and 

they give away more time, with the result of greater satisfaction. With few creature comforts, Paul 

was a man full of joy. How so? Acts 20 will tell us. Acts 20:24 I do not consider my life of any 

account as dear to myself, so that I may finish my course and the ministry which I received from the 

Lord Jesus, to testify solemnly of the gospel of the grace of God. That is it! Paul’s motive for living 

made him a man who had nothing to lose. That meant freedom. And that motive was to minister to 

others. What blessedness there is when you have an attitude of service. People should know that the 

good life has nothing to do with consumption. The good life is a life given away! The saddest people 
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you meet are those preoccupied with self. But if you concentrate on living for others you don’t get 

all despairing over your own little problems. Some of us who are older parents maybe went through 

some difficult times when the last child left home. And the reason is that you had spent years serving 

your kids and focusing your attention on others. When they were gone you focused inward again, put 

your eyes on self and soon despair set in. One of the greatest cures for depression is self-giving 

service. The secular psychologist may tell you that too, but Jesus called sacrificial service living the 

abundant life, 2000 years ago. 

    To live is Christ. To live here is to serve your brethren and your neighbor. How can you 

make Christ more central in your life? How can you use what He has given you to serve others? Is 

there something you can do even today? It may not be easy on the flesh, but it is Christ-like living 

and it will mean a boost, not a drain, to your joy. But what matters most is that you will render 

fruitful labor and our Savior will be exalted. That’s our purpose for this life and He is the meaning of 

it all. That Christ may be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death. For to me to live is Christ.  

    How appropriate that we should go from this study, with this emphasis to the Lord’s Supper. 

The whole intention of this ordinance is that we might keep Christ central in our lives. He says do 

this in remembrance of me. Remember that He has given you life. He is the end and aim of your life. 

And He provides the model for your life. All of that we consider as we commune with Jesus at His 

table.  


