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Ser ies: Together for Grace (The GospelÑ Putting First Things First!) 
Title: ÒThe Dilemma of Self-DenialÓ 
Text: Philippians 1:18-26 
 

 
Disciples should strive to honor Christ in life and death, 

and to advance the gospel during their lifetimes. 
 
MOTIVATION 
 

i Many years ago when John G. Paton was preparing to go as a missionary to the South 
Sea Islands, an aging Christian named Dickson warned him, ÒYou will be eaten by 
Cannibals!Ó Paton replied, ÒMr. Dickson, you are advanced in years now, and your own 
prospect is soon to be laid in the grave, there to be eaten by worms; I confess to you, that 
if I can but live and die serving and honouring the Lord Jesus, it will make no difference 
to me whether I am eaten by Cannibals or by worms; and in the Great Day my 
resurrection body will arise as fair as your in the likeness of our risen Redeemer.Ó 
[PatonÕs autobiography, Missionary to the New Hebrides: An Autobiography, edited by 
his brother] 

 
Luke 9:23 
23And he said to all, ÒIf anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up 
his cross daily and follow me. 
 

i If we deny ourselves as Christ commanded us, it will mean that we live with a huge 
dilemma! 

 
 
EXPOSITION 
 

i Having stated how his imprisonment has resulted in the progress of the gospel so that 
Christ is proclaimed even by those whose motives are anything but worthy, Paul now 
returns to the matter of his future as a prisoner. [OÕBrien] 

i The ultimate outcome of PaulÕs imprisonment is at one level not wholly certain. At 
another level, however, his future circumstances are entirely certain, since he knows 
that Òwhether by life or by deathÓ (v. 20) Christ will be exalted. [Thielman] 

i This long paragraph eloquently states PaulÕs confidence in that reality and, at its 
conclusion, skillfully reintroduces the topic of the advancement of the gospel (v. 25), 
though this time focusing on the Philippians rather than on Paul. [Thielman] 

i In verses 12-18a Paul was concerned with the progress of the gospel in his present 
circumstances. In verses 18b-26 he is concerned with the future. Both present and 
future, Paul is absolutely devoted to the gospel. [Thielman] 
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• The DesireÑ To honor Christ in life or death (18-20) 
 

1. DonÕt be satisfied with gospel nostalgia. (18) 
 

i 18 Ð The apostleÕs thoughts move from his present joy, concerning the preaching of 
Christ by any and every means, to his future joy regarding his own deliverance and 
the honoring of Christ in all circumstances. [OÕBrien] 

i 18 Ð Paul will rejoice if Christ is preached (see 18a), but thatÕs not the only source 
of his rejoicing. He will also rejoice if Christ is honored in his life or death. 
[Carson] 

i Paul wasnÕt satisfied with gospel advancement in the present (12-18a), but he was 
committed to gospel advancement in the future. [JS] 

 
2. Pray for the Holy Spirit to empower suffering Christians. (19) 

 
i 19 Ð Paul spoke of his salvation with a note of certainty. The verb ÒknowÓ (oida) 

used here contains an air of confidence. The term may be used of a complete 
knowledge identified with the mind rather than the process of knowledge which 
comes from the experience. Whether the certainty of knowledge comes from the 
fact that Paul used the word ο � δα or whether it comes from the context, the term 
does imply a certainty and confidence. [Melick] 

i 19 Ð The ground for the apostleÕs rejoicing is that he knows that he will be 
vindicated by God in the heavenly court. HeÕs confident that his captivity has been 
divinely appointed for the defense of the gospel. [OÕBrien] 

i 19 Ð The words Òthis will turn out for my deliveranceÓ correspond exactly to the 
LXX of Job 13:16. Paul applies JobÕs words to his own situation, not because they 
were vaguely or marginally parallel, but because heÑ like JobÑ is certain of his 
vindication (cf. Job 13:13-16). [OÕBrien] 

i 19 Ð PaulÕs life had taken much the same course as JobÕs. When nothing made 
sense to Job and everyone opposed him, his ÒsalvationÓ was that he knew he was 
just and that he would stand before God and be vindicated. [Melick] 

i 19 Ð Paul is not referring to his immediate acquittal and discharge from prison when 
he uses the word Òdeliverance.Ó Instead, his confident assertion that his present state 
of affairs will work out for his salvation points to his vindication in the heavenly 
court (cf. Rom. 1:16; 10:10; 2 Cor. 7:10; Phil. 1:28). [OÕBrien] 

i 19 Ð The passage contains terms that relate to spiritual deliverance: salvation and 
hope. The better interpretation is to see PaulÕs salvation in an eschatological 
senseÑ he looked forward to his entrance into heaven and vindication by the Lord 
himself. [Melick] 

i 19 Ð The two terms ÒprayersÓ and ÒhelpÓ are closely related, governed by one 
preposition and connected by a single article. The supply of the Spirit is the answer 
to his friendsÕ prayer. [OÕBrien] 

i 19 Ð This vindication will come in answer to the intercessory prayers of his 
Philippian friends for the assistance of the Spirit that will enable Paul to bear 
witness faithfully before his accusers and judges. [OÕBrien] 
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i 19 - Paul combined his foundational trust in Christ with the need for prayers on his 
behalf. [Melick] 

i 19 Ð Paul is accustomed to earnestly requesting that his readers intercede for him in 
his costly work of spreading the gospel (cf. Rom. 15:30-32; 2 Cor. 1:11; Eph. 6:19; 
Col. 4:3; 1 Thes. 5:25; 2 Thes. 3:1-2; Philemon 22). [OÕBrien] 
 
Romans 15:30-32 
30I appeal to you, brothers, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to 
strive together with me in your prayers to God on my behalf, 31that I may be 
delivered from the unbelievers in Judea, and that my service for Jerusalem may be 
acceptable to the saints, 32so that by GodÕs will I may come to you with joy and be 
refreshed in your company. 
 
Ephesians 6:19 
19[Pray] also for me, that words may be given to me in opening my mouth boldly to 
proclaim the mystery of the gospel, 
 
Colossians 4:3 
3At the same time, pray also for us, that God may open to us a door for the word, to 
declare the mystery of Christ, on account of which I am in prisonÑ  
 
2 Thessalonians 3:1-2 
1Finally, brothers, pray for us, that the word of the Lord may speed ahead and be 
honored, as happened among you, 2and that we may be delivered from wicked and 
evil men. For not all have faith. 
 

i 19 Ð While Paul would certainly deny the assertion that someone can distribute 
salvation to another by means of prayer, he does suggest that God ordains the 
prayers of his people as a means through which to accomplish His purposes, 
including His purposes for the perseverance of Christians in the faith and for their 
ultimate salvation. PaulÕs own prayers for the sanctification and final salvation of 
the believers to whom he wrote show how seriously he took this duty (see 1 Cor. 
1:4-9; Eph. 1:15-23; 3:14-21; Phil. 1:3-11; Col. 1:9-14; 2 Thes. 1:11-12). 
[Thielman] 

i 19 Ð Although it grates against Western motions of the autonomy of the individual, 
Paul did not conceive of sanctification and ultimate salvation as solely private 
enterprises. Individual Christians need the prayerful intercession of their brothers 
and sisters for their spiritual well-being so that they Òmay be pure and blameless 
until the day of ChristÓ (Phil. 1:10). [Thielman] 

i 19 Ð Òof the SpiritÓ is likely subjective in this context, referring to the help given to 
Paul by the Holy Spirit. It fits with JesusÕ promise about the assistance brought by 
the Spirit to believers who bear witness when they appear before their accusers and 
judges (cf. Mt. 10:20; Mk. 13:11; Lk. 12:12). [OÕBrien] 

i 19 Ð Owing not least to their prayers and the consequent help given by the Holy 
Spirit, Paul desires to be so faithful that he will be entirely vindicated before God in 
the end. [Carson] 
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i 19 Ð It seems likely that here the word ÒhelpÓ does not mean the help that the Spirit 
gives to Paul but the Spirit himself, who God supplies to Paul. [Thielman] 

i 19 Ð Many Christians today believe that the Spirit is more inactive than PaulÕs 
language allows (see also Gal. 3:5; Eph. 5:18; 1 Thes. 4:8; 2 Tim. 1:5). All 
believers have the Spirit all the time, but they sometimes experience the SpiritÕs 
presence in greater power and abundance than at other times (see references to the 
ÒfillingÓ of the Spirit). [Thielman] 

i 19 Ð One definite article stands in front of both ÒprayersÓ and ÒhelpÓ so that the 
phrase runs, literally, Òthrough the prayer (singular) of you and supply of the Spirit 
of Jesus Christ.Ó Paul is suggesting that the presence of the Spirit will be supplied to 
Paul through the prayers of the Philippians. In some mysterious way, those prayers 
are linked with GodÕs furnishing of the Spirit to him, and together they provide the 
help he needs to face the Roman tribunal with courage. [Thielman] 

i 19 Ð It is appropriate and desirable that believers today should pray for their fellow 
believers that, especially in times of trial, God will fill them with His Spirit in 
unusual abundance so that they may stand firm and even be strengthened in the 
faith. [Thielman] 

i 19 Ð This passage teachers us that we should pray for and expect the Spirit to come 
with unusual abundance on Christians who are undergoing suffering, particularly 
suffering for their faith. [Thielman] 

i 19 Ð Even PaulÕs death can result in his Òdeliverance,Ó because the deliverance of 
which he speaks is unrelated to his physical release from the chains that bind him. It 
is instead his eschatological Òsalvation.Ó [Thielman] 

i 19 Ð PaulÕs words Òthis will turn out for my deliveranceÓ echo exactly the Greek 
rendering of Job 13:16. There Job claims that despite the accusations of his 
detractors, he is innocent and therefore certain that when he stands before GodÕs 
tribunal, he will be acquitted. PaulÕs focus too is not on acquittal before his earthly 
accusers, but before God on the final day. [Thielman] 

i Whether the prize here is salvation or the glory that Paul will receive at the final 
day, the statement shows that Paul refused to use his assurance that he would 
persevere to the end as an excuse to relax his efforts in the service of Christ and the 
gospel. [Thielman] 

 
3. Trust God to vindicate you. (20) 

 
i 20 Ð PaulÕs Òeager expectationÓ occurs only twice in the NT, here and in Rom. 8:19 

where it describes the eager longing with which all creation waits for the revelation 
of the sons of God. In other words, what Paul is eagerly expecting is the 
consummation of GodÕs purposes. [OÕBrien] 

i 20 Ð Paul may have coined the term Òeager expectation.Ó ItÕs unusually strong as 
indicated by its only other use in Rom. 8:19. Josephus uses the verb to describe how 
in the moments before the Roman armies attached the Galilean city of JotapataÑ
which he was assigned to defendÑ he Òbreathlessly awaited the hail of arrows.Ó The 
word, then, refers to the intense expectation of something that is sure to happen. 
[Thielman] 
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i 20 Ð As Paul awaits trial, he knows that whatever happens he will not be put to 
shameÑ a shame that has nothing to do with public opinion but relates to his 
standing before God. His confidence lies not in his relation to his environment 
(since the extreme alternatives of life and death could not bring such an assurance) 
but in GodÕs faithfulness. Paul as a servant of Christ Jesus would be ashamed if his 
Lord was not glorified through him. [OÕBrien] 

i 20 Ð Texts related to this idea of being ÒashamedÓ (i.e., Is. 28:16; Rom. 9:33; 10:11-
12) have little to do with being ashamed to confess Christ. They do not speak to the 
point of timidity. Rather, they speak to the security of believers and the certainty 
that they are on solid foundation when they believe on the Òcornerstone.Ó [Melick] 

i 20 Ð The words Òfull courageÓ here could connote Ôopenness,Õ to draw attention to 
the free and unrestricted way in which the glorifying of Christ was to be 
manifested; or it might mean Ôboldness,Õ to show that Christ will be magnified in 
PaulÕs body in a bold and uncompromising manner as he bears faithful witness to 
his Lord. [OÕBrien] 

i 20 Ð The phrase Òfull courageÓ translates a strong Greek expression (lit., Òhave all 
presenceÓ). Usually, Paul employed it referring to the proclamation of the gospel (2 
Cor 3:12; Eph 6:19) so that it described boldness in witness. However, it describes a 
courage of life. He hoped that he would have the courage to live or die as a true 
Christian should. [Melick] 

i 20 Ð The apostleÕs whole person has always been at this LordÕs disposal (cf. 1 Cor. 
6:19-20). [OÕBrien] 

i 20 Ð PaulÕs driving concern is not that he will be released from jail or that he will 
die a relatively painful death, but the he should do nothing of which he would some 
day be ashamed. He wants courage so that Christ may be exalted in his body, 
whether by life or death. He wants to hear ChristÕs blessed ÒWell done!Ó on the last 
day. [Carson] 

 
• The DilemmaÑ To live or die? (21-23) 

 
Philippians 1:22-23 
22É Yet which I shall choose I cannot tell. 23I am hard pressed between the two. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Let Christ be your life. (21) 
 

i 21 Ð For Paul to keep on living here surely means ministry, Christ-centered 
ministry, Christ-empowered ministry, ChristÕs presence in his ministry. To die is to 
bring that ministry to an end. But even so there is only gain, since the ministry is 
not an end in itself, and it is now swallowed up in the glorious delight of the 
unshielded presence of the exalted Jesus himself. [Carson] 

L iving to advance the gospel Dying to be with Chr ist 
Òto live is ChristÓ (21) Òto die is gainÓ (21) 

Òto live in the flesh, that means fruitful 
labor for meÓ (22) 

ÒMy desire is to depart and be with Christ, 
for that is far betterÓ (23) 
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i 21 Ð The phrase Òto live is ChristÓ must mean that Paul so totally wanted to glorify 
Christ that as long as he lived everything was to point people to Christ. [Melick] 

i 21 Ð The most important statement in this series of contrasts is the first: To Paul, 
life means Christ. Statements like this are common to him (see Phil 3:8; Rom 
6:4,8,11; 14:7-9; 2 Cor. 5:14-15; Gal. 2:20; Col. 3:4; 1 Thes. 5:10). His life is 
Christ. Such statements can only mean that PaulÕs relationship with Christ was so 
close that his entire existence derived its meaning from his Lord. [Thielman] 
 
Philippians 3:8 
8Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing 
Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count 
them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ 
 
Romans 14:7-9 
7For none of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself. 8If we live, we live 
to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord. So then, whether we live or whether 
we die, we are the LordÕs. 9For to this end Christ died and lived again, that he might 
be Lord both of the dead and of the living. 
 
2 Corinthians 5:14-15 
14For the love of Christ controls us, because we have concluded this: that one has 
died for all, therefore all have died; 15and he died for all, that those who live might 
no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised. 
 
Galatians 2:20 
20I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives 
in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who 
loved me and gave himself for me. 
 
Colossians 3:4 
4When Christ who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. 

 
i 21 Ð What can you possibly do with Christians like that? Kill them?! You simply 

canÕt hush them up; Christ means too much to them, the gospel is too central for 
them. [Carson] 

 
2. Let death be your friend. (21-23) 

 
i 21 Ð We live in a culture that thinks of physical death with such dread that societyÕs 

highest goal is the postponement of death as long as possible. When it finally 
occurs, it is something of an embarrassment. On the other hand we are so obsessed 
with physical life that we are willing to deny it to countless unborn children too 
small and weak to defend themselves in order to improve Òthe quality of lifeÓ for 
the strong who can. [Thielman] 

i 21 Ð It has often been observed that death is an embarrassment to modern Western 
culture. Prior to the 1st half of the 20th century, when extended families often lived 
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near each other and even in the same house, it was not uncommon for children to 
observe death firsthand and to learn to cope with it from older family members 
around them. Today, however, people die in hospitals more frequently than in 
homes, bodies are quickly removed from hospital to morgue, and the embalmerÕs 
art rapidly restores the body of the deceased to a lifelike appearance. Death is the 
worst possible event for those who believe that they have an inalienable right to 
Òlife, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,Ó and our way of coping with it seems to 
be to deny its existence. Paul, however, faced death with the same firm resolve that 
marked his approach to life, for both death and life to him meant service to Christ, 
and service to Christ was his primary goal. [Thielman] 

i 23 Ð PaulÕs longing for death was, in reality, a longing for a more intimate, open, 
and total relationship with Christ himself. Such a relationship could only occur after 
death. [Melick] 

i 23 Ð The difficulty this verse poses to the notion of Òsoul sleepÓ is undeniable. 
Death certainly would not have been Òbetter by farÓ to Paul had he been conscious 
of any interval when he would not be with the Lord between his physical death and 
his physical resurrection (see 2 Cor. 5:8). [Thielman] 

 
• The DecisionÑ Advance the gospel! (24-26) 

 
1. Help others grow in Christ by your partnership. (24-25) 

 
i 24 Ð The desire to go be with Christ would be nothing more than to satisfy PaulÕs 

personal longing now! [JS] 
i 24 Ð To Òremain in the fleshÓ means being acquitted before the imperial court and 

released from prison, for then he would be free to continue his apostolic ministry to 
the benefit of the Philippians and others. [Melick] 

i 24 Ð Physical life or death are not of ultimate importance to Paul. Living means 
carrying out his calling to preach Christ (v. 21a) and dying means both the gain of 
conformity with ChristÕs death (v. 21b; 3:8-11) and fellowship with Christ (1:23). 
He hopes for the outcome that, in his opinion, will most clearly advance the 
preaching of Christ. [Thielman] 

i 24-26 Ð What is striking about PaulÕs evaluation is how deeply it is tied to the well-
being of other believers, rather than to his own. His deepest hope for his own 
immediate future turn neither on the bliss of immediately gaining heavenÕs portals 
nor on returning to a fulfilling ministry and escaping the pangs of death, but on 
what is best for his converts. Often we are tempted to evaluate alternatives by 
thinking through what seems best for us, How often do we raise as a first principle 
what is best for the church? [Carson] 

i 25 Ð The word ÒprogressÓ (prokop!n) was used earlier of the advancement of the 
gospel message (1:12). Both ÒprogressÓ and ÒjoyÓ are modified by Òin the faith.Ó 
Two nouns joined by καί and introduced by one article refer to the same person or 
thing. Progress and joy are two sides of the same idea. The construction Òin the 
faithÓ is an objective genitive, that is, ÒProgress and joy directed toward their faith.Ó 
As the Philippians matured in their understanding of Christ, their joy in the faith 
would deepen and would be encouraged.  [Melick] 
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i 25 Ð Paul hopes to demonstrate for the Philippians the principle that he will 
articulate more clearly in 2:4, that of not looking to his own interest, but to the 
interest of others. In matters as momentous as life and death, Paul is willing to put 
the interests of the Philippians ahead of his own. [Thielman] 

 
2. Help others glory in Christ by your presence. (26) 

 
 

i 26 Ð Their financial support (see 4:10) caused Paul to worship and praise the Lord, 
who sent it through them. Naturally, the gift brought joy, but the greater joy was 
what it meant in the work of the Lord. Applying that understanding here, Paul 
realized that his presence provided an occasion for worship and praise. In spite of 
the similarity of 1:26 and 4:10, two different words describe Òjoy.Ó In 4:10, Paul 
used chair" , Òto rejoiceÓ or Òbe glad.Ó Here, the word is kauch!ma, Òto boast or be 
proud.Ó Kauch!ma often suggests an occasion or object of the joy and has the sense 
of Òtaking pride inÓ something specific. [Melick] 

i 26 Ð Three complementary phrases explain the ground of their glorying. First, it 
would ÒoverflowÓ in Christ Jesus. For Paul, Jesus was always the basis of joy. 
Second, it would be through Paul as representing Christ. Paul, as apostle, brought 
Christ to them, and they longed to see him again. He was their best example of 
Jesus. Third, they would boast because of PaulÕs presence with them again. 
Additionally, there may be an overtone of joy that the trial would be over and that 
the work of the Lord could go forth. [Melick]  
 

 
APPLICATION 
 
Mehdi Dibaj was imprisoned by the government of Iran in 1984 on charges of Òapostasy,Ó since 
he had converted from Islam to Christianity. The penalty for this crime according to the Islamic 
law that ruled Iran was death. Mehdi languished in prison for ten years before his case came to 
trial; when it did, his written statement of defense was a simple and straightforward reaffirmation 
of commitment to Jesus ChristÉ  
 

[Jesus Christ] is our Saviour and He is the Son of God. To know Him means to know 
eternal life. I, a useless sinner, have believed in His beloved person and all His words and 
miracles recorded in the Gospel, and I have committed my life into His hands. Life for 
me is an opportunity to serve Him, and death is a better opportunity to be with Christ. 
Therefore I am not only satisfied to be in prison for the honour of His Holy Name, but am 
ready to give my life for the sake of Jesus my Lord. 

 
On December 12, 1993, the court before whom this defense was made sentenced Mehdi to 
execution. Then, under intense pressure from people in the West who knew the case, including 
the U. S. State Department, the Iranian government arranged MehdiÕs release in January 1994. 
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Seven months later, he was found dead Òunder suspicious circumstancesÓ in a Tehran park, the 
3rd Christian murdered in Iran after his release from prison.1 
 

                                                             
1 See ÒChristian Found Dead, Iran Says,Ó The Boston Globe (July 6, 1994), 8; ÒProminent Church Leaders Slain,Ó 
Christianity Today (August 15, 1994), 54. 


