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“Striving Together for the Gospel” 
Philippians 1:27-30 

Prepared by Patrick J. Griffiths 
 

Citizens of heaven are able to face inevitable persecution by standing fast and striving together 
for the faith of the gospel.  Paul speaks of the church’s concern for him; he now speaks of his 
concern for them.  Paul recognizes he might not see the Philippians again.  Regardless of his 
absence, he prays for their perseverance and purity in the gospel all within the context of 
gospel community.  Because Paul is here for them, he invites them to live in a manner worthy 
of the gospel of Christ.  Like Philippians 3:20, Paul’s intent is to remind them of their heavenly 
citizenship.  Their political alliance is with King Jesus.  In a world swallowed up by political 
posturing, we need to be reminded where our true citizenship rests. 
 
It is in light of this the apostle Paul makes three appeals.  First, Paul appeals for a consistent 
church (v. 27a).  “Verses 27-30 constitute a single sentence in Greek that contains only one 
main verb – politeuesthe.”1  Paul’s basis for his appeal is the reality of their position in Christ, 
their citizenship in heaven.  The word ‘conduct’ is politeuomai.  It occurs only twice in the NT 
(Acts 23:1).  It is the same family of words for citizen (Luke 15:15; 19:14; Acts 21:39 [polites]).  
Paul uses politeuma in Philippians 3:20, “For our citizenship is in heaven, from which also 
we eagerly wait for a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ.” 
 
The language of citizen speaks to country, kingdom, and reign.  We are citizens of God’s 
kingdom.  Such a citizenship carries privileges and responsibilities.  “‘To live as a citizen’, 
therefore, meant for the Greek (and later the Roman) rights and privileges but also duties and 
responsibilities.”2 
 
New Testament Scholar Markus Bockmuehl enables us to place the idea of living consistent 
with our heavenly citizenship in a proper context. 
 

In saying this, Paul does not of course assert some sort of innate ‘worthiness’ of the citizens.  Instead he 
merely insists that, having been incorporated as citizens and thereby made worthy, their conduct now is 
to be appropriate, in keeping with this new status and dignity (cf. Leo the Great, quoted in CCC, S1691f.).  
The logic here is in fact typically Pauline, and repeated countless times in his ethical passages.  For 
Aristotle, practice makes perfect and doing constitutes being: the virtuous person becomes so by the 
practice of virtuous acts.  For Paul, by contrast, being precedes and entails doing.  (And only then can 
doing in turn confirm being, as e.g. in Phil. 2.12f)  His ethics in that of an eschatological noblesse oblige; 
‘live what in Christ you already are’. ‘You are citizens of heaven; therefore live accordingly, in a manner 
that is worthy of your king.’  Similar arguments taking their point of departure in the language of dying 
and rising with Christ, new life in the Spirit, etc. occur in Rom. 6, Gal. 5, Col. 3 and elsewhere.3 

 
The fulfillment of his appeal is not conditioned on his presence or absence.  Because the basis 
for the appeal is rooted in their standing as citizens of heaven the carry out is not conditioned 
on Paul’s involvement one way or the other.4 
 
Paul’s second appeal is for a cohesive church (v. 27b).  As citizens of heaven we are all of the 
same stuff.  The word “worthy” means “suitable” or “like;” its meaning is that of reflecting, of 
representing.  Paul notes two qualities reflecting our heavenly citizenship.  The first is 
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“standing firm in one spirit” and the second is “with one mind striving together for the faith of 
the gospel” (v. 27).  “Battle terms, or terms from the athletic games, are present: ‘stand firm,’ 
‘struggle’, ‘suffer’ characterize this section.”5 
 
A cohesive church stands firm in one spirit.  An issue in this text is whether or not the “one 
spirit” refers to the Holy Spirit in which case let us have His mind in us (cf. 2:5).  If “one spirit” 
refers to the mind of the group, then let the attitude of the group reflect the mind of the Holy 
Spirit.  Regardless, the church is to be of one mind/Spirit.  After centuries of schism and 
splintering, it is impossible for us to fathom what a united front can accomplish.  Listen to the 
various passages speaking to this idea. 
 

All these, being men of war who could draw up in battle formation, came to Hebron with a perfect heart 
to make David king over all Israel; and all the rest also of Israel were of one mind to make David king. 
(1 Chron. 12:38) 
 
These all with one mind were continually devoting themselves to prayer, along with the women, and 
Mary the mother of Jesus, and with His brothers. (Acts 1:14) 
 
Day by day continuing with one mind in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they were 
taking their meals together with gladness and sincerity of heart,  (Acts 2:46) 
 
it seemed good to us, having become of one mind, to select men to send to you with our beloved 
Barnabas and Paul, (Acts 15:25) 
 
so that with one accord you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
(Rom. 15:6) 

 
There is only one body (Eph. 4).  That one body is located in multiple geographical locations, 
but there is only one body, one church.  I do not have to wonder which churches I am 
connected to.  The body of Christ connects me to all churches.  The thought or idea that I am 
independent of all this is unfortunate.  Many of us have encountered a form of ecumenicalism 
that is wrong and to be rejected.  But there is a biblical ecumenicalism that is founded in the 
person and work of Jesus Christ.  Such ecumenicalism transcends labels. 
 
There is always a tinge of sorrow when we read the call to oneness of spirit to exist within a 
fractured landscape.  There is only one Church yet it now bears multiple labels, reflects 
divisive systems, aligns with partisan exclusions, and judges the hearts of the professing 
church with acidic attitudes.  Such a statement as the one I just made cannot be construed as a 
lazy attitude toward the Bible or truth.  Yet our arrogance in holding most positions is ghastly 
and terminal.  If you choose not to be teachable, you will become boastful; if you choose not to 
be humble, you will become brittle; and if you choose not to be charitable, you will become 
bitter.  The day you and I stop learning (thus growing) is the day we die. 
 
What are we to make of all we see and hear within the larger body of Christ?  All of this 
diversity is to be celebrated.  Dialogue is to replace debate.  Paul reflects this spirit earlier 
when rejoicing that “Christ is preached” even though those who preached the Word sought 
his harm. 
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The lines drawn by the gospel are not exclusive lines, but inclusive lines.  I fully understand 
the path to God is narrow and the one leading to destruction is broad (Matt. 7:13).  Paul will 
speak to this in verse 28.  Yet I also know if we are not against Him, we are for Him (Luke 
11:23).  What would Jesus think of our current state of evangelical fervor?  I really do not 
know.  It is not so much for me to remove the speck in my brother’s eyes as much as it is for 
me to remove the beam in my eye (Matt. 7:5).  It is not so much for me to concern myself of 
when my brother dies as much as it is to stay the course I’m on (John 21:20-23).  My primary 
concern is not your faithfulness, but mine.   

 
I do not doubt in His coming our Lord came and divided all of history, and I do not flinch in 
seeing all of humanity as falling into two broad categories of the believing and unbelieving.  
But for me to sit as judge and juror in the condemning of all without wavering is not my role.  
Only God has the power to discern and divide the thoughts and intents of the heart (Heb. 
4:12).  I do not hesitate to mark those who cause division and when necessary to remove them 
from the believing church (Rom. 16:17, 18; Matt. 18:15-20).  Yet it is with tears and weeping 
such action is taken. 
 
Unity is to be protected.  Disunity is to be guarded against.  Paul calls the church to stand fast, 
be firm in unity.  The word ‘stand fast’ is steko.  The same tone of standing fast, of being 
stationary and unmovable is found in 1 Cor. 16:13; Gal. 5:1 and 2 Thess. 2:15.  “It conveys the 
idea of firmness or steadfastness, or unflinching courage like that possessed by soldiers who 
determinedly refuse to leave their posts irrespective of how severely the battle rages.”6  “The 
word indicates the determination of a soldier who does not budge one inch from his post.”7 
 
Following Jesus is just that, following Jesus.  Context and culture can change the tone and 
temperature of following, but it is still following.  Certain qualities mark citizens of heaven.  
Such qualities should not come as a surprise when revealed.  Paul’s reminder is for them to 
stand fast and be strengthened.  Standing fast speaks of becoming stationary and stable.  In 
climates that experience freezing and have frost lines, foundations must be set below the frost 
line so when the ground heaves the building remains stable.  Paul calls the church to place 
their lives on the foundation of Christ so with persecution and suffering their buildings will 
not heave.  As a present indicative the idea is one of continuation.  The only way for unity to 
show itself in a local assembly is when fighting factions lay down their swords.8 

 

Before I pass to the next thought let me comment.  We must not equate the struggle and 
striving of advancing the kingdom of God on earth with our relationship to God.  The yoke He 
invites us to wear is one that is both easy and light.  In addition, the battle we fight is already 
won.  We wrestle against principalities, power, and spiritual wickedness in high places.  We 
move within the created order and because of the fall there is struggle, but the struggle is not 
God/Christ/Holy Spirit.  Let us make sure we faithfully keep that distinction before us. 
 
A cohesive church strives together for the faith of the gospel.  He also calls them to function as 
a team.  The idea of striving together is to compete together.  In team functions each member 
does their part for the greater good of the whole.  Where there is deficiency in one, another 
makes up the slack.  Paul reminds them how there is strength in numbers.  Within all of us 
there is a longing for lives marked by stability and intimate community.  Both come as 
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consequences of trials.  “To struggle’ again is a verb that underscores the ideas that play such 
an important part in this section and throughout the entire letter, that of fellowship and 
community, of camaraderie and mutual understanding.  Sunathloun not only means ‘to 
struggle,’ but ‘to struggle along with someone’ (BGD).”9 
 
Used only twice in the NT (1:27; 4:3).  Our English word ‘athlete’ comes from this word.  Paul 
lays stress on the continuous nature of this striving (Pres. Act. Ptc.)  It is a compound word 
used of exercising in the company of and with others (sunathlountes).  The idea is that of an 
army or team.  Citizens of God’s kingdom stand firm in one spirit in their striving together for 
the gospel.10 
 
Friends, we must strive together for the gospel.  Not just as a single church, but within 
churches.  Friends, I want us to be of one mind as we strive together for the gospel.  I also 
desire to be a part of a larger network of churches that are striving together for the faith of the 
gospel.   
 
The reason why Paul invites the church to be consistent and cohesive is because of open 
opposition to the gospel.  “The apostle sees a united firmness on behalf of the gospel, and a 
disciplined life of self-sacrifice as the sure and certain way to overcome all adversaries.”11   
 

We are all too familiar with those individuals who serve their country against a common 
enemy only to be killed by friendly fire.  Such accounts are tragic.  Many of us remember the 
death of Corporal Patrick Daniel "Pat" Tillman (November 6, 1976 – April 22, 2004).  Pat was 
an American football player who left his professional career and enlisted in the United States 
Army in June 2002 in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, attacks. He joined the Army 
Rangers and served several tours in combat before he died in the mountains of Afghanistan. 
The Army at first reported that Tillman had been killed by enemy fire. The actual cause of 
Tillman's death was later ruled by the Pentagon as friendly fire.   
 
Friend, I’ve been here for several years now and I’ve never had anyone in our community or 
county or state say or do anything malicious toward us.  Yet the very body of Christ often sits 
and slanders itself.  We are all too familiar with those individuals who serve their country 
against a common enemy only to be killed by friendly fire.  Such accounts are tragic.  Many of 
us are signed up and ready to fight the world, the flesh, and the devil only to be way laid by 
friendly fire.  Please let us stop pointing our loaded guns at the body of Christ and let us not 
click the safety off until we are sure at what we are aiming.   
 
Paul’s final appeal is for a courageous church ([cf. v. 14] vv. 28-30).   He invites them not to be 
alarmed [terrified] by their opponents (v. 28).  We often deal with the fight or flight rush.  Here 
Paul calls the church to face its fear.  As a child and teenager, I was always jumpy around 
dogs.  Dog owners would tell me not to show fear because dogs can smell fear.  That thought 
just never worked with me.  While visiting my brother the meter reader stopped by.  He yelled 
for my brother and asked about his Rottweiler.  My brother assured him it was friendly.  I told 
my brother the meter reader does not care if the dog is friendly, he cares that the dog is caged.  
Why the difference, because caged dogs don’t bite.  Paul calls the church to face its fear and 
not to be intimidated. 
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We must not deceive ourselves into thinking otherwise; there are those who are active enemies 
of the cross.  Some oppose it with subtlety and stealth, others are open and noisome.  Some 
come in fine clothing, others are repugnant in appearance, but together they are enemies of the 
cross and antagonists.  We must understand that not ever question or challenge constitutes an 
enemy of the cross.  Healthy discussion within the body of Christ is to be invited and 
encouraged. 
 
Some would suggest those referred to are pagans and part of the state.  Others would give a 
religious overtone to the personages.  Either way, they are adversaries.  They are lying in 
opposition to the church.   
 
The word ‘terrified/alarmed’ [Pres. Pass/Mid. Ptc.] is used of a horse that is skittish or edgy, 
easily spooked.  Those who oppose the cross have caused the church to become easily 
spooked, thus jumpy.  “The rare Greek verb ‘to intimidate’ is elsewhere used of startling 
horses into a stampede: an apt exhortation not to be frightened or panicked into retreat by the 
strength of opposition.”12  Remember how earlier Paul spoke of them becoming more bold 
(1:14)?  Paul’s compliment to this is for them to stand firm and to strive together.  Some of us 
are like the church in Philippi.  We’ve gone through a lot in life and church and we are now 
jumpy.  Anything that looks like confrontation or conflict makes us skittish.  We are easily 
spooked.   
 
Paul reminds them of two categories.  These two groups are definable by God.  The one group 
opposing the gospel enables the gospel to be identified.  Their opposition to the gospel is an 
evident token of their destruction.  The other group is a recipient of persecution who holds fast 
to the gospel.  What is of interest is how we as stewards of good news are not to persecute 
those who do not hold to the good news.  The Church of Jesus Christ is not to bear the sword.  
The sword and the gospel are incompatible.13 Your suffering is also a token of your salvation, 
“To you it has been granted for Christ’s sake to suffer for His sake” (vv. 29, 30).14  “A Christian 
who is willing to stand up together with other Christians for the faith of the gospel (v. 27) can 
expect to suffer.  They have taken their stand with Christ.  As a consequence they have put 
themselves on a collision course with hostile forces abroad in their world that are opposed to 
Christ.  It is inevitable then that they suffer.”15 
 
The language Paul uses is strongly Theo-centric and Christo-centric.  God gives belief and 
suffering and all of it is wrapped tightly in the hands of Christ.   
 

As often in Paul, God is both the first and last word.  Salvation is at his initiative; it comes ‘from’ him.  
Thus it is the first word.  But in this sentence, in light of their need for reassurance, it is now the last word 
as well.  Everything is from God; the Philippians can rest assured here.  Which is also a necessary word in 
light of the final theological explanation regarding suffering that he is about to offer.  The God who has 
graciously given them salvation through Christ, has with that salvation also graciously given them ‘to 
suffer on his behalf.’  But the interruption has created a striking focus on Christ.16 

 
What they experience at the hands of their adversaries is part of God’s larger purpose.   
 



 

 

6 

The true grounds for the Philippians’ encouragement was the profound conviction that nothing in their 
experience took place outside God’s superintendence.  Paul’s description of suffering as a gift is lexically 
unique in the NT.  It is also startling.  Here the apostle challenges the Philippians’ theology and asks them 
to understand their afflictions not merely as inevitable but as a manifestation of God’s gracious dealings 
with them.17 
 

Although suffering is part of God’s larger Story and sometimes comes directly from Him, all 
suffering falls under the overarching providence of God thus under His oversight and watch-
care.  No sin is good, yet sin works out the purpose of God.  Your suffering is not apart from 
God’s purpose and care.18  Their suffering is commonly shared by all who claim the name of 
Jesus Christ; just like the apostle Paul so also the church. 
 
Paul reminds the church of their citizenship in heaven.  Because of this alliance they will face 
persecution.  They are not to be easily spooked by those who oppose them.  The means of 
standing up to the persecution is to stand fast in unity and strive together for the gospel.  It is 
not only defensive but offensive.  God’s pattern of justice shall play out.  Those who reject Him 
will encounter destruction and those who embrace Him will be delivered.   
 
The Philippians were suffering and their external suffering caused internal stress and strife.  It 
is often overlooked but the seed of Satan is working to undermine and destroy the woman’s 
seed.  There are real adversaries to the Christian.  Paul notes as much (3:17-21).  Paul reminds 
them how their present state/status has been granted to them for Christ’s sake.  He saw this 
for himself (1:16 [“I am appointed”]) and for them.  Although persecuted and thus suffering, 
they can be of one mind and remain true to the gospel by building on the one foundation of 
Christ and by remaining in community.  Paul speaks to how this happens in chapter 2 verses 1 
through 11.19 
 
Friends, as citizens of heaven let us stand firm and strive together for the gospel.  Let us not 
grow weary in the face of opposition and let us stay the course in our pursuit of Him.20  Let us 
not be discouraged by those who are the enemies of the cross and let us learn to see our 
suffering for the gospel as part of God’s overarching purpose. 
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