
How to Live and Die Like a Missionary 
Philippians 1:21-30 

 
 
Introduction 
 
I’m so excited to have The Upstream Collective joining with us today as we continue in 
our sermon series on Philippians, which we have summed up as “Sharing in the Joys 
and Sorrows of the Gospel”. It’s been really easy to blend Upstream’s event with our 
gathering not only because of the passion for God’s mission that’s in the DNA of 
Antioch, but also because the message of Philippians was written from the heart of the 
world’s most beloved missionary and multiplier of missionaries, Paul the Apostle. 
 
Today we’ll actually be going back to Philippians 1:21-30, which we skipped over last 
week for Easter. But it actually works out perfectly on this weekend that Upstream has 
titled How To Think & Act Like A Missionary, because I believe Paul’s message in these 
verses addresses the same topic in a broader way. That’s why I have titled the sermon 
“How to Live and Die Like a Missionary”.  
 
Here’s how this sermon can be boiled down to one sentence: Want Jesus’ glory more 
than anything you have in life, and want Jesus’ glory more than anything you lose in 
death.  The two parts in that sentence will serve as our two main points as we walk 1

through today’s passage. With that said, if you are able, please stand with me to honor 
the reading of God’s word. If you’re using one of the Bibles in the chairs, you can find 
today’s passage on page 980. Hear the word of the Lord: 
 
21 For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain. 22 If I am to live in the flesh, that means 
fruitful labor for me. Yet which I shall choose I cannot tell. 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 on your account. 25 Convinced of this, I know that I will 
remain and continue with you all, for your progress and joy in the faith, 26 so that in me 
you may have ample cause to glory in Christ Jesus, because of my coming to you 
again. 27 Only let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that whether I 
come and see you or am absent, I may hear of you that you are standing firm in one 
spirit, with one mind striving side by side for the faith of the gospel, 28 and not frightened 
in anything by your opponents. This is a clear sign to them of their destruction, but of 
your salvation, and that from God. 29 For it has been granted to you that for the sake of 

1 John Piper, “To Live is Christ--What Does That Mean?” 
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Christ you should not only believe in him but also suffer for his sake, 30 engaged in the 
same conflict that you saw I had and now hear that I still have. Philippians 1:21-30 
 
May the Word preached here today echo among the nations. And all God’s people said, 
Amen . You may be seated.  
 
Exposition 
 
I would like to begin today with a story I don’t tell very often. When I was a senior in high 
school, God had transformed my life and I found myself praying over and over, “God, do 
something big in my life for your glory.” It just so happened at the time that my 
basketball team was ranked third in the state of Kentucky, and we were hoping to win a 
state championship. So, if I’m honest, my hope in praying that prayer was that the big, 
glorious thing that God would do was allowing us to win a state championship--of 
course, so I could use that platform to share about Jesus. Ok, so there were so good 
and bad motives there. But that’s not how God answered my prayers. 
 
Halfway through the season, through a series of events I was diagnosed with a rare 
heart disease called Arrhythmogenic Right Ventricular Dysplasia (ARVD), a mysterious 
disease that causes rhythmic failure in the heart and leads to sudden death without any 
prior symptoms. The doctor told me my basketball career was over. How does a 
nineteen year old handle standing on the brink of death? Not well. And I didn’t handle it 
well. Until God led me to this verse, which would become my life verse in that season: 
 
For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain. Philippians 1:21 
 
It’s a short statement, but the meaning is profound. As Paul wrote it from his jail cell, a 
dungeon feared and dreaded, a place designed to produce total despair, he etched 
these words to show the Philippians--and us--what gave him “eager expectation” in both 
life and death. He wrote it like two definitions, but the crazy thing is that the definitions 
are one word long, and they define concepts that we spend our entire lives trying to 
figure out. We clean it up some in our translations, but it basically looks like this: 
 
To live: Christ. 
To die: gain. 
 
Now, I know this sounds a little like caveman talk, but don’t get distracted by that. This 
is answering in the simplest of terms what everyone in this room is frantic to answer, 
regardless of where you are in regard to God. For example, “among the ruins of ancient 
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Carthage there [was] an inscription [found] carved by a Roman soldier: ‘To laugh, to 
hunt, to bathe, to game—that is life.’ [In other words,] ‘For to me to live is to hunt, go to 
the baths, and party!’”   2

 
Before we shake our heads too much at such manly values (except for the baths I 
guess--it was a Roman thing), what would be your definition of “to live”? What’s the 
dream? What’s the good life? And even more than the words you might choose to 
define it, how does your life define it? Is it success? Is it the perfect children? Is it 
fantasy?  
 
For Paul, the dream, the good life, is Christ. But what exactly does that mean? That 
brings us to our first point: want Jesus more than anything you have in life. 
 
I. Want Jesus’ Glory More Than Anything You Have in Life - vv. 21-26 
 
Paul was pressed hard between two possibilities: to live or to die. His life was lived 
along the top of that fence rail most of the time, and he seemed to turn longingly back 
and forth between the two sides.  In order to know what compelled him to go on living 3

we must look to something he said later in the letter:  
 
8 Indeed, 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 9 and be found in him, not having a 
righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in 
Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith— 10 that I may know him and 
the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his 
death, 11 that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead. 
Philippians 3:8-11 
 

A. A Life That Seeks Christ Above All 
 
There’s so much here, but I want to draw your attention to how Paul mentions twice the 
surpassing desire of knowing Jesus. This is Paul’s mission statement at the top of his 
resume. And it’s not just the kind of knowing that’s knowing about Jesus, as in like being 
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familiar with him and even believing in him. Even Satan and his demons believe in 
Jesus, and that just makes them all the more wicked as they rebel against him.   4

 
Paul was referring to an intimate knowing, like that which is shared only between a 
husband and wife, an intimate knowing that points to the kind of perfect relationship with 
God that we were created for. How could Paul not want to give all of himself to the One 
who first gave all of himself for him! I think that’s why Paul continued in verse 12 of 
chapter 3, 
 
Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to make it my 
own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. Philippians 3:12 
 
This is the top sign of a healthy heartbeat during the ultrasound of a so-called Christian. 
Does he or she want more of Jesus? In the first years of its existence, Antioch Church 
has been known as a people who are passionate about God’s global mission. And that’s 
usually taken as synonymous with being passionate about knowing Jesus. But that’s a 
dangerous assumption to make. Does a husband really know his wife just because he 
sacrificially works hard to provide for her?  
 
So I ask, do we love Jesus more than missions? Are we desperate for his glory to be 
known in us, as well as through us? Are we open to whatever doors open and close, as 
long as we get more of him? Are we following an impersonal way of life, or a real Savior 
we will one day meet face to face? 
 

B. A Life That Seeks Fruit From God 
 
This may come across as a bit too romantic for some, so thankfully Paul gave us further 
tangible ways of understanding his definition of how to live. We read beginning in verse 
22, 
 
22 If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful labor for me. Yet which I shall choose I 
cannot tell. 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 on your 
account. Philippians 1:22-24 

Paul told the Philippians that to live meant “fruitful labor” for him. If Paul’s greatest 
desire was to know Jesus--full stop--then it would’ve made sense for him to aim for 
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death--then he would’ve literally been with Jesus!  But you can’t grow in knowing Jesus 5

without growing in your desire to see him glorified. And what glorifies him? Jesus 
himself told us in John 15:8: 

By this my Father is glorified, that you bear much fruit and so prove to be my disciples. 
John 15:8 

Being a fruitful disciple glorifies him, because it reveals to people that there’s a God at 
work in you. So the desire to know Jesus naturally leads to a desire to make Jesus 
known. And for Paul this wasn’t just a desire to generally “make Jesus known”--it was 
specific, in this case, to make him known among the Philippian church. To live for Paul 
didn’t mean a monastic life of contemplating his relationship with Jesus until his death, 
even as noble as that desire might seem. Really living meant putting even his greatest 
desires in submission to the need for others to know Jesus.  That’s just how the gospel 6

works.  

And that’s why the mission of Antioch doesn’t just read, “We pursue Christ’s glory 
among the nations,” but “We pursue intentional gospel relationships to declare Christ’s 
glory among the nations.” We cannot divorce mission from community.  
 

C. A Life That Seeks Joy for Others 
 

And what really gets neutered here when we neuter the gospel is joy. Joy is part of 
Paul’s definition of how to live. We see this in verses 25-26: 
 
25 Convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue with you all, for your 
progress and joy in the faith, 26 so that in me you may have ample cause to glory in 
Christ Jesus, because of my coming to you again. Philippians 1:25-26 
 
Paul was eager to get back to Philippi to see the believers there progress in their faith 
and their joy in Jesus. What joy it is to see others grow spiritually, and to know--even 
you!--had something to do with it. What a catalyst for progress in your own spiritual life! 
“There is mutual joy because of mutual progress.”   7

 
A couple of weeks ago I mentioned in a sermon my desire to be a missionary and how 
God hasn’t opened that door in this season, and how I struggle to believe that my life is 
more fruitful here than it could be there. As soon as I walked off the stage, Derek 

5 A.T. Robertson, Paul’s Joy in Christ: Studies in Philippians, 53 
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Skaggs handed me a note. Now, it’s not always a positive thing when someone hands a 
preacher a note after their sermon! But Derek’s note was deeply encouraging as it 
described to me how God had used me in Derek’s life, connecting him to Antioch and 
helping him grow in his relationship with God. I was reminded that God is using 
me--even me!--in a supernatural way that I can’t take credit for. Derek’s note 
represented mutual joy because of mutual progress. 

 
II. Want Jesus’ Glory More Than Anything You Lose in Death - vv. 27-30 
 
So thus far Paul has walked us through his definition of how to live. We can sum it up 
with the phrase, “want Jesus’ glory more than anything you have in life”. Next he guides 
us through his definition on how to die, which serves as our second point: want Jesus’ 
glory more than anything you lose in death.  
 
In order for us to grasp this, we must go back to his mission statement in verse 21: “For 
me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” When Paul referred to dying here, he was talking 
about his real, physical death. And we usually assume that what he meant by death 
being gain was that he could finally be with his Savior--that he would gain heaven and 
freedom from suffering. And no doubt, that was Paul’s desire. But remember, Paul knew 
that really living meant putting even his greatest desires in submission to the need for 
others to know Jesus. In other words, if death got Jesus more glory, then death was 
gain.   8

 
Paul said as much if we go back to verse 20: 
 
as it is my eager expectation and hope that I will not be at all ashamed, but that with full 
courage now as always Christ will be honored in my body, whether by life or by death. 
Philippians 1:20 
 
As has characterized Christianity since Jesus himself did it first, facing death fearlessly 
would be the perfect seal on the letter of a life lived for God, a life that would continue to 
bring great glory to Jesus as it spoke with even greater power than it had in life. Paul’s 
life is speaking to us right now, even thousands of years after his death!  
 
I know for most of us in this room, death is not a pressing reality, and you probably don’t 
think about it a whole lot. In fact, you don’t want to think about it! But the way you think 
about death totally affects the way you live your life. What are the things that keep you 
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from seeing death as gain, as ultimately a good thing that can be offered up for Jesus’ 
glory?  It seems Paul had this in mind as he wrote his letter to the Philippians. So he 
spoke to them regarding three things that kept them  from seeing death as gain. The first 
is shame. In verse 27 he wrote, 
 
Only let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that whether I come 
and see you or am absent, I may hear of you that you are standing firm in one spirit, 
with one mind striving side by side for the faith of the gospel Philippians 1:27 
 

A. Shame Keeps Us From Seeing Death as Gain 
 

When we read between the lines in this letter, even though the church at Philippi was in 
many ways very mature, there still seems to have been some kind of internal 
dysfunction that threatened the church’s unity. Disunity in a church is just like the 
rhythmic problem I had with my heart: if there isn’t unity within the ventricles of the 
heart, the entire body is threatened with instantaneous death.  

The way that Paul urged the church toward unity was by relating it to citizenship, a 
concept that was extremely relevant to them. The city of Philippi was a leading colony of 
the Roman empire, and they were proud of it. Listen to the civic pride that oozes from a 
poem of that era: 

Rome! Rome alone has found the spell to charm 
The tribes that fell beneath her conquering arm,  
Has given one name to the whole human race,  
And clasped and sheltered them in fond embrace. Claudian  9

 
Now, Paul didn’t condemn the Philippians for being proud of their Roman citizenship, 
but he did call them to remember their ultimate citizenship. This is really clear later in 
the letter when he wrote, 
 
But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ 
Philippians 3:20 
 
So when he wrote “let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ,” you could 
almost translate it (and some people do) as “let your manner of life as citizens be worthy 
of the gospel of Christ”. It would have begged them to think of their lives in terms of the 
wider community of Christ, not just about themselves.  It was a call to live in such a 10

9 Martin, 91-92 
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way that you, and the people of God, wouldn’t be ashamed at your death. A life that was 
used to build up and not tear down. Death becomes gain for us when our life continues 
to honor Christ even in death. 
 

B. Fear Keeps Us From Seeing Death as Gain 
 
A second thing that keeps us from looking at death as gain is fear. Paul wrote in verse 
28, 
 
28 and not frightened in anything by your opponents. This is a clear sign to them of their 
destruction, but of your salvation, and that from God. Philippians 1:28 
 
The word used here for “frightened” is used sometimes for what happens when horses 
are startled into a stampede.  It’s a frantic, all-hope-is-lost kind of fear. And this was 11

possibly the kind of fear stirred up among the Philippians by the threats to them from 
Roman society (remember, they beat Paul and Silas from day one ).  12

 
Although most of us don’t know what it’s like to live under that kind of pressure, it is 
similar to the reasons why we don’t think a lot about our own deaths. It’s a fearful thing! 
And the thought of leaving behind our loved ones without our care and participation in 
their lives can be a horrifying thought. But Paul encouraged the Philippians, and us, to 
not be startled into an emotional stampede, but to so identify with the Savior whom we 
wait for, that death becomes a gain to us. That even departing from our loved ones, as 
painful as that is, is not something to be afraid of, because it will show them, and 
especially those who do not believe, that you have a salvation, and that from God.  
 

C. Guilt Keeps Us From Seeing Death as Gain 
 
The third thing that keeps us from looking at death as gain is guilt. In verses 29 and 30 
Paul wrote, 
 
29 For it has been granted to you that for the sake of Christ you should not only believe 
in him but also suffer for his sake, 30 engaged in the same conflict that you saw I had 
and now hear that I still have. Philippians 1:29-30 
 
As suffering came at this maturing, faithful little church in Philippi, Paul knew their 
temptation well, to see it as a judgment from God, as a result of something bad they 

11 Hughes, 1055-1059 
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were doing. And this makes sense. We don’t come out of the womb thanking our 
mother and father when they discipline us, right? But like so many things in the 
Christian life, God turns it on its head.  
 
The word “granted” that Paul used came from the same word for grace or favor.  The 13

Philippians were graced with the gift of not only believing in Christ, but suffering for him. 
It’s the primary we he grows us and draws us near and uses us. Suffering is gain, not 
guilt! But perhaps the biggest thing that keeps us from looking at death as gain is the 
thought of suffering, the “judgment” of cancer or an early death or a belabored death. 
But there is no guilt, no condemnation for the Christian. Even our suffering is a privilege 
that can be offered up for Jesus’ glory.  
 
Conclusion 
 
“For me to live is Christ and to die is gain.” This is sharing in the joys and sorrows of the 
gospel. This is how to live and die like a missionary. 
 
On the night he was betrayed, when he took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it, broke 
it and gave it to his disciples and said to them, “This is my body, which is broken for 
you; eat this in remembrance of me.” He also took a cup of wine, and after blessing it, 
gave it to his disciples and said, “This cup is the new covenant marked by the shedding 
of my blood. For as often as you eat this bread and drink from this cup, you announce 
the Lord’s death until he returns.” We are announcing that Jesus is worth more than 
anything we have in life and anything we lose in death. 
 
Our tradition here at Antioch is to come forward and break off a piece of bread and dip it 
in the juice. There will be stations here in the front; gluten-free bread will be available to 
my left, your right. If you’re a baptized believer, come and remember what Jesus has 
done for you. If you’re a believer but not yet baptized, let us know so we can help 
prepare you for baptism and communion. If you’re not a Christian, this sacred symbol is 
not for you, but rather than taking communion, we encourage you to take Christ. He has 
made himself available to you this very moment. There will be pastors in the back and 
people to pray with you on the sides. Let’s pray. 
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