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The gospel can advance even when our ministry plans suffer setbacks. 

 
 
MOTIVATION 
 

• Five years after the collapse of the Berlin Wall, theologian Thomas Oden visited 
Methodist congregations in Cuba and discovered that despite 35 years of oppression and 
miserable conditions, the Methodists had grown from a low of 6,000 to over 50,000 
members. Oden commented that it was nothing short of a spiritual revolution reminiscent 
of Acts 2. Much of this spiritual and numerical growth could be attributed to people, both 
young and old, who had grown weary of the official atheist party line and turned to the 
church to find a more satisfying answer to the meaning of life. During the previous 4 
decades, the best efforts of Fidel Castro’s tyrannical regime had not succeeded in 
stamping out the church. Despite the personal cost of everything from a chance at a 
university education to long prison terms, Christians had remained faithful and the church 
had grown. There’s no doubt that the grim economic times that plagued Cuba after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union opened doors of opportunity for the gospel. One long-time 
Cuban believer made these observations: 

 
“The search for meaning is just as crucial as the search for bread. While the 
economy around us is falling apart, Christians are living in a state of special 
grace. It is not difficult for Cubans to see the difference between the people of 
God and those who are desperately trying to live without faith. Ordinary Cubans 
are becoming aware of the church as a life-saving community of hope.”1 
 

• Often, the greatest advances of the gospel occur when the church is experiencing the 
greatest push-back. 

 
 
 
EXPOSITION 
 
How can the gospel advance in the face of ministry setbacks? (12) 

 
                                                             
1 Thomas Oden, “The Church Castro Couldn’t Kill,” Christianity Today (April 25, 1994), 21. 
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i In keeping with Hellenistic practice, the Philippians would have expected this section 
of the letter after the greeting and prayer to give them news about how Paul was 
doing personally (“I want you to know, brothers, that…”). Epaphroditus had carried a 
gift intended to alleviate some of Paul’s misery in prison (4:10-20), and when the 
Philippians saw a papyrus package in Epaphroditus’ hand on his return, they would 
have expected it to contain Paul’s own description of his condition. [Thielman] 

i Some of Paul’s critics thought Paul had really messed up by letting himself get 
arrested and by appealing to the Emperor (Acts 26). 

i “To the question how it is with him the apostle must react with information as to how 
it is with the Gospel.” [Barth] 

i The term prokope (“advancement, progress”) appears in only one other passage in the 
NT (1 Tim. 4:15) besides this chapter. The fact that it shows up here (v. 12) and later 
in the chapter (v. 25) shows how God is advancing “the gospel” and “the faith” 
through circumstances. [Thielman] 

i The word “really” can also be translated “rather” and shows that Paul felt that what 
he was writing would come as a surprise to the Philippians. They had heard he was in 
prison and were distressed by the news. Were the physical needs of their beloved 
apostle being met? Would he survive this encounter with the law? The journey of 
Epaphroditus to visit Paul and the gifts he brought were probably motivated by these 
concerns. The Philippians wanted to alleviate Paul’s suffering and to learn how he 
was faring. [Thielman] 

i The purpose of Christ’s suffering was the advancement of God’s redemptive work, 
and so it was an evil through which God effected great good for humanity (Rom. 
3:21-26; 5:12-21; 2 Cor. 5:21). Paul believes that his own suffering, since its origin 
lies in his efforts to fulfill the “ministry of reconciliation” to which God has called 
him (2 Cor. 5:18), has the same quality (Phil. 3:10; cf. 2 Cor. 1:5; 4:7-15; Col. 1:24-
29). [Thielman] 

i Paul is not concerned about his own comfort or career, but the advance of the gospel. 
 
1. More unbelievers learn about Christ. (13) 

 
i The adjective “known” (‘clear’) probably means “known for what it really is” and 

expresses the notion that although Paul’s imprisonment appeared at first glance to 
be truly miserable, on closer inspection its deeper significance came to light. The 
word appears in Mt. 12:16 and Mk. 3:12 with this meaning. In both passages, 
Jesus gives instruction not “to make known” who he really is. [Thielman] 

i It has become widely known that Paul is no ordinary prisoner. These observers 
have considered the apostle’s suffering, although on the surface as bitter as 
anyone else’s, to be for the cause of Christ and therefore in the service of his 
ministry of reconciliation. Paul, it seems, has had the opportunity to explain to 
many around him the reasons for his imprisonment. [Thielman] 

i The stories of heroic Christians who in the name of the gospel defied the twisted 
notions of genetic and racial purity of the Nazis during the 1930s and 1940s can 
inspire Christians to remain faithful to the biblical perspective on the value of all 
human life today. Martin Niemöller was imprisoned, Karl Barth exiled, and 
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Dietrick Bonhoeffer executed because of their resistance in the name of the gospel 
to Nazi-imposed policies. [Thielman] 

 
 

2. More believers boldly share the message of Christ. (14-18) 
 

Paul’s Friends Paul’s Rivals 
preach Christ (15-18) preach Christ (15-18) 
from good will (15) from envy and rivalry (15) 
out of love (16) out of rivalry, not sincerely (17) 
knowing (16) thinking (17) 
I am put here for the defense of 
the gospel (16) 

To afflict me in my 
imprisonment (17) 

in truth (18) in pretense (18) 
 

i 15-18 – Paul’s description of these groups is a carefully constructed piece of 
prose in which he balances the negative description of one group with a positive 
description of the other. [Thielman] 

i 15-18 – Paul’s focus is on the satisfying end result, not on the identity of either 
group. It is not surprising, then, that he gives only the most general information 
about the two groups and makes a positive identification of them impossible. 
[O’Brien] 

i That the motives and style of those who proclaim the gospel are not a matter of 
indifference to Paul is clear from his other letters (see 1 Cor. 9:12; 2 Cor. 11:7-9; 
1 Thes. 1:5,9; 2:1-12). To be sure, motives were important to him. [Thielman] 

i 16 – Paul’s friends know that God has “put’ Paul in prison “for the defense of the 
gospel,” that, despite appearances, these circumstances are part of god’s strategy 
for advancing the gospel just as, despite appearances, God used the supposedly 
foolish message of the cross to demonstrate His wisdom and power to save (1 
Cor. 1:18-25). [Thielman] 

i 17 – Paul’s rivals seem to oppose him for personal reasons and to have used 
Paul’s imprisonment as an opportunity to advance their personal agendas. They 
imagine that as they freely seek to persuade people to join their party, Paul 
himself looks on with enfy from his imprisonment. [O’Brien] 

i 18 – Paul rhetorically dismisses the effect of the false group on him. At the end of 
the day, after all their efforts to oppose Paul, they have only succeeded in doing 
the thing that matters most to him and the thing his friends also do: They have 
preached Christ. [Thielman] 

i 18 – Paul faces people who have wronged him, and, consistent with his advice to 
the Corinthians (1 Cor. 4:13; 6:7), his response is to subordinate his personal 
agenda to God’s. Shrugging off their animosity, he rejoices that they preach 
Christ. [Thielman] 

 
 
 
APPLICATION 
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So What? 
 

1. Our careers and comfort must be secondary to gospel advancement. 
 
2. God advances the gospel through our struggles—not merely in spite of them—for His 

glory. 
 

i God chose to work through these means in order to demonstrate that the 
advancement of the gospel was God’s doing rather than a matter of human 
ingenuity (1 Cor. 1:18-29; 2 Cor. 4:7-13; 11:21-33). [Thielman] 

i Gospel advancement is God’s doing and, therefore, a mighty, unstoppable force. 
He works according to a ‘twisted economy’ in order that He alone might get the 
glory (cf. 1 Sam. 16:7; Prov. 31:30; Zech. 4:6; Mt. 5:10-11; Mk. 9:35; Lk. 22:25-
26; 1 Cor. 1:21; 2:3-5; 2 Cor. 4:7; 12:9-10). 

i We are not likely to find the greatest advances of the gospel within the circles of 
prestige, power, and wealth so pervasive in the West. We should expect instead 
that the gospel will make the greatest strides in places where no doubt exists that 
God is the agent of the work. [Thielman] 

 
3. True joy is connected to gospel advancement as opposed to life situations. 

 
i This passage contains no implicit claim that suffering is good, that God is its 

author, that the mysterious paradoxes that surround it have suddenly been solved, 
or that Christians should plaster smiles on their faces when they experience it and 
pretend that hardship is a joyful experience. Paul acknowledges that his 
imprisonment is an affliction and that his opponents have made it worse. His joy, 
moreover, is not because of the affliction or even in spite of it but because Christ 
is being preached. [Thielman] 

i The fellowship of the modern church lies in tatters because of rivalry over turf, 
competition for money and influence, and petty theological disagreements. 
[Thielman] 

 
What Now? 
 

1. Study Christians who have grappled with suffering for the sake of the gospel. 
 

i Paul elsewhere in the letter encourages the Philippians to compare their own 
hardship with his and tells them to imitate his example (1:30; 3:17; 4:9; cf. 2 Tim. 
2:3). 

 
2. Talk about your relationship with Christ to whomever God chains you. 

 
i Ridicule for our commitment to the gospel from family members or coworkers, a 

feeling of alienation from the wider society because of its thoroughly secular 
orientation, or even lack of understanding from a church that has itself become 



 5 

too thoroughly accommodated to its culture are all ways in which forces beyond 
the believer’s control can shackle the believer. [Thielman] 

i Sometimes we find ourselves in what appear to be ‘dead end’ situations (job, 
residence, relationships, etc.), when we had at one time thought these would be 
just the right circumstances for us to have effective gospel witness. [JS] 

 
3. Celebrate whenever the true gospel is proclaimed even if there are flies on the carrier. 

 
 
INVITATION 
 
Tuesday, August 16, 2005 
 
Several years ago an incident occurred near the end of an interview with Southern Baptist 
International Mission Board representatives who were meeting with a prominent leader in the 
rapidly expanding Chinese house church movement. 
 
Someone asked this leader how American Christians could pray for house churches in China. 
 
 “Stop praying for persecution in China to end, for it is through persecution that the church has 
grown,” he responded. 
 
The man then stated, “We, in fact, are praying that the American church might taste the same 
persecution, so revival would come to the American church like we have seen in China.” 
 


