
Thunder Over Philippi 
Philippians 2:19-30 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Today we carry on in our sermon series on Philippians: Sharing in the Joys and 
Sorrows of the Gospel. Now some of you may have been wondering how in the world 
we came up with the artwork for this series. As always, there was intentional thought 
behind it. Over the course of the Sabbath Year, a year which we set aside to catch our 
breathe by rooting and resting in Christ, we have used the image of a tree bearing fruit. 
With Philippians serving as the closing series in the Sabbath Year, we wanted to return 
to that imagery, but not just as a single tree, but a forest of trees growing into maturity 
together, just as we see reflected in the church at Philippi.  
 
We have made our way to Philippians 2:19-30, an easily overlooked passage in this 
letter, but a powerful one. We’ve considered the epic first part of chapter two which laid 
out how low Jesus became and now how high he is lifted up; and then Todd walked us 
through the middle part of the chapter that called us to follow Jesus and shine like lights 
in the world. This week we receive from Paul two examples of Christlike people who are 
literally shining lights over Philippi. So it seemed fitting on this weekend to title this 
sermon, “Thunder Over Philippi”.  
 
Here’s the heart of today’s message: Genuine concern and sacrifice for others shows 
that Jesus Christ is Lord. That truth will admonish us to action in two ways: Let us follow 
Timothy’s example of concern for others - vv. 19-24, and Let us follow Epaphroditus’ 
example of sacrifice for others - vv. 25-30. 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 981. Hear the word of the Lord: 
 
19 I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, so that I too may be cheered 
by news of you. 20 For I have no one like him, who will be genuinely concerned for your 
welfare. 21 For they all seek their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. 22 But you 
know Timothy's proven worth, how as a son with a father he has served with me in the 
gospel. 23 I hope therefore to send him just as soon as I see how it will go with me, 24 
and I trust in the Lord that shortly I myself will come also. 25 I have thought it necessary 
to send to you Epaphroditus my brother and fellow worker and fellow soldier, and your 
messenger and minister to my need, 26 for he has been longing for you all and has 
been distressed because you heard that he was ill. 27 Indeed he was ill, near to death. 
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But God had mercy on him, and not only on him but on me also, lest I should have 
sorrow upon sorrow. 28 I am the more eager to send him, therefore, that you may 
rejoice at seeing him again, and that I may be less anxious. 29 So receive him in the 
Lord with all joy, and honor such men, 30 for he nearly died for the work of Christ, 
risking his life to complete what was lacking in your service to me. Philippians 2:19-30 
 
May the Word preached here today echo among the nations. And all God’s people said, 
Amen! You may be seated.  
 
Exposition 
 
Let me start today with a question: When you experience something really big and 
amazing, how do you handle it when it’s over? For example, last night after the final 
firework of Thunder Over Louisville cracked across the sky, what was it like for you? Do 
you tend to be sad, bummed that it couldn’t just go on forever? Are you buzzed, kind of 
riding that high as long as you can make it last? Do you downplay it and move on so 
you don’t have to deal with any disappointment?  
 
Honestly, that’s how I feel when I’m reading Philippians 2. I scale the famous peaks of 
verses 1-18, then Paul starts talking about Timothy and Epaphro-who-fus and suddenly 
I’m like B.B. King--“The thrill is gone baby”. This is a thing for us, right? Going back to 
real life after a special occasion. It’s just hard. And that’s why I’ve come to appreciate 
the end of Philippians 2 so much. It brings out such practical guidance for the weighty 
ideals Paul has commanded earlier. It puts a face--technically two faces--on all that 
Paul has said since 1:27: 
 
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, Philippians 1:27  1

 
I. Let us follow Timothy’s example of concern for others - vv. 19-24 
 
Wanna know what it looks like to live worthy of the gospel of Christ? To have the mind 
of Christ Jesus? To work out your salvation with fear and trembling? To shine in the 
midst of a crooked and twisted generation? Don’t walk away bummed because it’s hard 
to answer those questions. Look no further than the example of two young believers. 
The first we come to is Timothy. Paul wrote in verse 19, 

1 R. Kent Hughes, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon: The Fellowship of the Gospel and the 
Supremacy of Christ, Loc 1705-1707 
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I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, so that I too may be cheered by 
news of you. Philippians 2:19 
 
Remember, this was correspondence by letter, not instant messaging. Although there 
were so many things about the church at Philippi that was mature, there were also 
some serious concerns about their unity and perseverance. So Paul wanted to follow up 
the sending of his letter with the sending of his friend, Timothy.  And he did this in the 2

hope that, by God’s grace, Timothy would return with good news, which--Paul had no 
problem admitting--would cheer him up. But isn’t this selfish? Doesn’t it kinda make 
things about Paul?  
 
No, it’s actually the opposite here. Paul so identified with the health of this little church, 
he drank so deeply of sunergos--not the coffee, but the meaning of the Greek word 
sunergos: fellowship--he drank so deeply of fellowship with the Philippians, that he “had 
hitched his emotions to the ups and downs of the church.” He admitted as much 
elsewhere when he was describing his own unique sufferings. He topped the list off with 
this: 
 
And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all the 
churches. 2 Corinthians 11:28 
 
How much easier it would have been to remain disconnected emotionally from these 
tiresome little congregations; to let them be out of sight out of mind. And that’s the 
temptation with Asha right now--“Ugh, there are so many problems, just forget about it.” 
But Paul knew, that’s not fellowship; that’s not intentional gospel relationships.  
 
True fellowship is this: 
 

 

2 Ralph P. Martin, Philippians: An Introduction and Commentary, 131 
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It’s being bound to one another. We’re in this together. If one falls, we fall together. We 
go at the same pace.  So Paul was willing to give up his right hand man--more than 3

that, the guy who was like a son to him--Timothy. Here’s what he said about him: 
 
20 For I have no one like him, who will be genuinely concerned for your welfare. 21 For 
they all seek their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. 22 But you know Timothy's 
proven worth, how as a son with a father he has served with me in the gospel. 
Philippians 2:20-22 
 
Now Paul made some pretty strong statements here, and we could easily get 
sidetracked on who he was referring to as being so selfish. But that would take us away 
from the positive side of his statement, that Timothy was the real deal. He was 
genuinely concerned for the welfare of the Philippians, and he was proven by having 
served alongside Paul himself. In fact, Timothy had been there when Lydia, the very 
first Christian in Philippi, had come to faith.  For Paul, sending Timothy was a good as 4

going himself.  He was a real-life example of having the mind of Christ that looks not 5

only to your own interests but the interests of others.   6

 
But how was it that this young man became so qualified, so selfless in a world where 
Paul could say “they all seek their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ”? Without a 
doubt, this was the work of Jesus Christ in Timothy. But it was a work that came through 
Paul as he mentored this young believer. We read how this began in Acts 16: 
 
1 Paul came also to Derbe and to Lystra. A disciple was there, named Timothy, the son 
of a Jewish woman who was a believer, but his father was a Greek. 2 He was well 
spoken of by the brothers at Lystra and Iconium. 3 Paul wanted Timothy to accompany 
him, and he took him and circumcised him because of the Jews who were in those 
places, for they all knew that his father was a Greek. Acts 16:1-3 
 
Here we see a genuine desire from Paul to mentor, to invest, to disciple young Timothy. 
And yet also we see a genuine desire from Timothy to be mentored, invested in, 
discipled. How do we know? Because Timothy agrees first thing to let Paul circumcise 
him! That’s commitment!  
 

3 Hughes, Loc 1725-1741 
4 Hughes, Loc 1794-1798 
5 Hughes, Loc 1799-1809 
6 Philippians 2:4-5 
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I can’t tell you how many young Christians I’ve talked with who say they desperately 
want someone to mentor them but won’t do what it takes to seek that person out, or has 
such a narrow definition of what a mentor must be like that no one measures up. It’s like 
they’re waiting for John Piper to show up and say, “You’re amazing--can I mentor you?” 
And suddenly a mentoring relationship that’s meant to cultivate selflessness in them 
actually becomes about them. And in the context of the church, when we want 
something from others solely for our own benefit, that’s stealing. In God’s family, 
everything given to us is for the benefit of others too. That’s why it applies to all of us 
when Paul writes,  
 
Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labor, doing honest work with his own 
hands, [Why?] so that he may have something to share with anyone in need. Ephesians 
4:28 
 
I long for Antioch to be a place where we are all reaching up and grasping the hand of 
someone further along than us in the Christian life, but not just for the sake of good 
advice, but so that we can also reach down with our other hand and pick up someone 
who is further behind us in the Christian life. (Someone was asking me this past week 
for any of Antioch’s documents on leadership development and this is what I thought 
of.)  
 
This looks like single ladies entering the chaos of stay-at-home moms and treasuring 
interrupted conversations over dirty diapers (even though they might prefer three-hour 
long, uninterrupted meetings over coffee). That means older men recognizing they have 
so much to offer despite the glaring differences between themselves and Millenials. This 
is showing a genuine concern for the welfare of others. This is seeking the interests of 
Jesus Christ. 
 
II. Let us follow Epaphroditus’ example of sacrifice for others - vv. 25-30 
 
But let us not only follow Timothy’s example of concern for others, let us also follow 
Epaphroditus’ example of sacrifice for others. In verse 25 Paul continued, 
 
I have thought it necessary to send to you Epaphroditus my brother and fellow worker 
and fellow soldier, and your messenger and minister to my need, 26 for he has been 
longing for you all and has been distressed because you heard that he was ill. 27 
Indeed he was ill, near to death. But God had mercy on him, and not only on him but on 
me also, lest I should have sorrow upon sorrow. 28 I am the more eager to send him, 
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therefore, that you may rejoice at seeing him again, and that I may be less anxious. 
Philippians 2:25-28 
 
The situation here was that the Philippian church “had decided to express...their 
fellowship with Paul by taking up an offering for him and [sending a group] to make the 
800-mile trek to Rome. [They would] pay Paul’s prison expenses and minister to his 
needs. This was crucial because the Roman prison system didn’t provide for food, 
clothing, or medical care. So, [young and strong] Epaphroditus was chosen and was 
entrusted with a considerable sum of money.”  
 
Along the way it appears that Epaphroditus became really sick. Although he eventually 
made it to Paul in Rome, word had gotten back to Philippi and everyone was extremely 
concerned. So Epaphroditus became concerned because the church was concerned. 
And then Paul became concerned because Epaphroditus was concerned. So Paul had 
decided to console everyone by sending Epaphroditus back to Philippi.   7

 
It sounds like a missionary care trip where the last thing you want to happen is the care 
team to become a burden to the missionary instead of a blessing. But that’s not the 
case here. Listen to Paul’s description of Epaphroditus: my brother, my fellow worker, 
my fellow soldier, your messenger, your minister to my need. One of these words could 
even be translated “apostle”. Epaphroditus? An apostle? (Of course, Paul wasn’t saying 
capital A apostle, but a fellow sent one.)  
 
We don’t know anything about this guy except that he has a funny name! He was a 
nobody--not a pastor, not a missionary, not an author. All he did was carry a bag of 
money on a long hike--and he didn’t really even do that very well! Why in the world 
would the Holy Spirit inspire Paul to write about this guy so that we would be here 
talking about him hundreds of years later?  Paul went on to explain why: 8

 
for he nearly died for the work of Christ, risking his life to complete what was lacking in 
your service to me. Philippians 2:30 
 
When Paul wrote “he nearly died,” it wasn’t the first time he had used that phrase in 
Philippians 2. It’s actually the exact same phrase he used in verse 8 when he said that 
Jesus humbled himself by becoming obedient “to the point of death”. The connection 
here is clear: Epaphroditus’ willingness to sacrifice his life for the sake of the Philippian 

7 Hughes, Loc 1837-1851 
8 Hughes, Loc 1860-1885 
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church and for Paul points to Jesus, the One who really did sacrifice his life, who took a 
gamble on us.   9

 
And that’s actually the word that Paul used; although we translate it “risking his life,” it’s 
actually “gambling his life”. What all Epaphroditus was up against in accepting the task, 
we don’t know, besides the very real dangers of travel in that day, serious illness, or the 
scrutiny of Roman authorities.  It had to be like stepping into a real-life version of The 10

Oregon Trail game, knowing there was a good chance you might not make it.  
 
What is it that makes a person willing to take that gamble? Was Epaphroditus just that 
stellar of a Christian? Was he so humble that he was looking for an opportunity to 
maybe be a martyr? The sense that I get from the passage is that Epaphroditus didn’t 
really think about it that much--he just did what needed to be done. In a little book called 
The Freedom of Self-Forgetfulness (which I recommend to everyone), author Tim Keller 
talks about this kind of trait in a Christian. It’s summed up in this sentence: 
 
The essence of gospel-humility is not thinking more of myself or thinking less of myself, 
it is thinking of myself less.  11

 
What exactly is that? It’s being in a conversation and not worrying about what the other 
person thinks of you. It’s receiving criticism and learning from it, but not being 
devastated by it. It’s being a person who does not need honor or recognition, but also 
isn’t afraid of it.  It’s genuinely praying and desiring this prayer of John Wesley: 12

 
I am no longer my own, but thine.  
Put me to what thou wilt, rank me with whom thou wilt.  
Put me to doing, put me to suffering.  
Let me be employed for thee or laid aside for thee, exalted for thee or brought low for 
thee.  
Let me be full, let me be empty.  
Let me have all things, let me have nothing.  
I freely and heartily yield all things to thy pleasure and disposal.  13

 

9 Hughes, Loc 1926-1935 
10 Martin, 41; A.T. Robertson, Paul’s Joy in Christ: Studies in Philippians, 95 
11 Timothy Keller, The Freedom of Self-Forgetfulness: The Path to True Christian Joy, Loc 273 
12 Keller, Loc 291-309 
13 John Wesley, “Covenant Prayer,” Book of Offices of the British Methodist Church 
http://www.beliefnet.com/columnists/prayerplainandsimple/2010/02/john-wesleys-covenant-prayer-1.html  
 

7 

http://www.beliefnet.com/columnists/prayerplainandsimple/2010/02/john-wesleys-covenant-prayer-1.html


A growing sense of self-forgetfulness is what leads to sacrifice for others. Sacrificing for 
others doesn’t mean giving up your privileges for others on the outside while you stew 
with resentment on the inside. It’s not volunteering your time and energy while you keep 
track of how much you’re owed back. If that was sacrifice, then we wouldn’t need a God 
to enable us to do it! Following in Epaphroditus’ example of sacrifice for others means 
doing it automatically, with little thought of ourselves. This takes a miracle--nothing less 
than a heart transplant that is then nursed to health over the course of a lifetime! That’s 
the Christian life. That’s why Jesus was the ultimate sacrifice with his death, burial, and 
resurrection--so that we too could be what Paul called 
 
a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, [giving ourselves up for others day after 
day] which is your spiritual worship. Romans 12:1 
 
This is worship. And it doesn’t go unnoticed by God, just as it didn’t go unnoticed by 
Paul. He told the Philippians in verse 29,  
 
So receive him in the Lord with all joy, and honor such men, Philippians 2:29 
 
Instead of being disappointed that Epaphroditus was returning prematurely to Philippi, 
Paul told the church to receive him with a hero’s welcome.  It didn’t matter that he 14

wasn’t the most gifted guy around. It didn’t matter that he didn’t have grand stories of 
endless conversions. He had completed his mission of sacrificing his life for the sake of 
others.  
 
This is why this year in our Distributed Prayer Calendar we included a month dedicated 
to our sent ones who are transitioning back to Antioch or elsewhere--and look at 
this--it’s April’s emphasis! Often, being a returned missionary (or a former pastor or a 
servant leader who has stepped down or a graduate or an empty nester or retiree) can 
be surrounded with disappointment. But this should not be so in God’s church. It’s 
weird, it’s those who give without a thought of themselves are ones the church think of 
and recognizes. Sacrifice is to be held in honor.  
 
Conclusion 
 
It is held in honor because we are a people who cling to a Savior who sacrificed 
everything for us. And though he only did it once, and did it long ago, we celebrate him 
still, and will for all of eternity. What am I referring to? 

14 Martin, 140; Robertson, 94-95 
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I’m referring to 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 
Christ fills us with genuine concern and sacrifice for others to show the world 
that he is Lord.  
 
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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