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A friend and I were talking about being supervisors in the workplace, and the joys and 
challenges of perspectives on staff and work ethic, office behavior, and the like as it is in 
every organization.   
 
She said to me, “You know, being the office supervisor, I had to have a word with a new 
employee who never arrived at work on time.  I explained that his tardiness was 
unacceptable and that other employees had noticed he was walking in late every single 
day.  After listening to my complaints, he agreed that this was a problem and even 
offered a solution. 
 
He asked, "Is there another door I could come in?”  
 
Leadership can have its challenges.  Which is why I have about 4 dozen books on 
leadership on the shelves in my office.  One of the first ones I remember reading was 
from the early 1980’s – “In Search of Excellence – Lessons from America’s Best 
Run Companies.”  Listen to a review: 
 
"The findings from the excellent companies amount to an upbeat message.  The good 
news comes from treating people decently and asking them to shine, and from 
producing things that work.  Scale efficiencies give way to small units with turned-on 
people.  Precisely planned R&D efforts aimed at big bang products are replaced by 
armies of dedicated champions.   
 
A numbing focus on cost gives way to an enhancing focus on quality.  Hierarchy and three-
piece suits give way to first names, shirtsleeves, hoopla, and project-based flexibility.  
Working according to fat rule books is replaced by everyone's contributing.  Even 
management's job becomes more fun.”  Man, doesn’t that sound great?  Sign me up!!   
 
In Search of Excellence.  I thought about that book – and that word “excellence” – 
because there is a lovely text at the close of the letter in chapter 4, where Paul writes: 
 
“Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is 
pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if 
there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things.”  Much of Paul’s letter to the 
Philippians is filling in – describing – explaining what Paul means by excellence for 
Jesus-followers. 
 



And the heart of that explanation is introduced in the latter portion of the text I just read.  
There is a transition here – a shift in Paul’s writing – when he stops speaking primarily 
about himself, how he’s feeling, how he’s interpreting his own struggle – to live or die – 
and leads into the glorious description of what excellence looks like, that will continue 
next week in chapter 2, in a glorious hymn, and the weeks following.   
 
Verse 27:  “Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that, 
whether I come and see you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you are 
standing firm in one spirit, striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel, 
and are in no way intimidated by your opponents.” 
 
“ONLY”, he says.  Meaning, there is ONE THING – Live your life in a manner worthy of 
the Gospel. 
 
Live your life.  Conduct yourself in a certain manner.  The word here Paul uses for 
behavior, or conduct, or way of living life – is not the ordinary word in Greek Paul 
usually employs in commands or suggestions regarding behavior or conduct.   
 
The word he uses in this letter to the Philippians in this verse is derived from the noun 
meaning commonwealth or citizenship.1  Paul is using a term whose focus is living out 
one’s manner of life as it faces upon and intersects with life in the city.2  
 
In other words, my friends in Philippi, who you are in your hearts as followers of Jesus 
must be who you are in the public square – in the marketplace – not only among your 
friends but even among your enemies.  No matter the circumstances, your public and 
private persona are to be one.   
 
That’s what I loved about that video about Grace.  “Where did you learn those blankety-
blank ideas?” they asked her.  She pointed to the church steeple and said, “I learned 
them in Sunday School.”  Remember the song?  Jesus loves the little children; all the 
children of the world.  Red and yellow, black and white, they are precious in His sight.  If 
you and I believe that in the church, we should believe that in the square, in the city, in 
the nation. 
 
Today is father’s day.  The first one without my dad, the man who modeled for me what 
faithful life looked like – where public and private persona were one and the same.  
Integrity.  You were never surprised, because he was consistently who he was.  Like for 
instance, his frugality.  Consistently frugal.  Never wasteful.  And NEVER one for luxury. 
 
Most significant was the integrity of his life as a follower of Jesus.  The same in the 
marketplace as he was when nobody was watching.  The gospel impacted how he 
voted; what kind of language he used; how he conducted himself at parties or in the 
office; how he managed people; how he acted as a parent; how he treated his neighbor, 
no matter who his neighbor was.   
 



I wish he was still around to talk to.  I miss his Sunday morning texts.  But I can hear 
him echoing Paul:  “ Don, live your life in a manner worthy of the Gospel, so that 
whether I come and see you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you are 
standing firm.” 
 
Let me go back to the business language.  Paul wants our resume to actually match 
who and what we are in real life.  We all know, there’s nothing like hiring an employee, 
who in the workplace, doesn’t resemble anything that they put on their resume.   
 
Years ago an Episcopal laymen named William Stringfellow, wrote a book titled “A 
Private and Public Faith.”  In it he wrote, “Any Christianity which does not occasion the 
profound involvement of its adherents in the everyday strife and ambiguity and triumph 
of this world, is not concerned with the ONE whose passion for this world was such that 
He volunteered the cross.   
 
The Christian witness is achieved only insofar as Christians are deeply implicated in the 
real life of society.  The separation of religion from the practical affairs of society is just a 
convenient doctrine for those who fear that social change will threaten to modify their 
own political and social self-interest.”3 
 
1970s and the words still ring true. 
 
As NT Wright said in his study that we are using for this Philippians class, Paul was 
writing to a church in Philippi, whose members faced the challenge of living as the 
people of God within a pagan environment.  Tom Wright then says, “You and I live in a 
more complicated world now too – much more complicated than it used to be – a world 
much more like the world of the early church.  So we must let our public life – our public 
behavior – our behavior in the city – be our witness.  So when they see us, what will 
they think? 
 
Will they see in you and me something that makes them ask, “Who is this Jesus they 
follow, that makes them behave this way?  Who is this King Jesus, this Prince of Peace 
they are talking about?” 
 
“Where did you get those blankety-blank ideas?”   
 
“I got them in Sunday School…….” 
 
Paul is writing from prison.  Imprisoned, no doubt, for standing firm in the public square 
with some blankety-blank ideas.  This reminds me of the writings of others behind bars.  
Dietrich Bonhoeffer in a Nazi prison camp.  Nelson Mandela from Robbin Island in 
South Africa.  Martin Luther King, Jr., in his letter from a Birmingham Jail. 
 
The occasion of that letter:  Dr. King was arrested and sent to jail for protesting 
segregation in Birmingham, Alabama.  Eight white clergymen wrote an open letter in the 



local newspaper criticizing King and his fellow activists.  King responded in his famous, 
and rather lengthy “Letter From A Birmingham Jail,” but here are two sentences:   
 
“You deplore the demonstrations taking place in Birmingham.  But your statement, I am 
sorry to say, fails to express a similar concern for the conditions that brought about 
the demonstrations.”  
 
King expanded that idea elsewhere:  “Certain conditions continue to exist in our society, 
which must be condemned as vigorously as we condemn riots.  But in the final 
analysis, a riot is the language of the unheard.  And what is it that America has failed 
to hear?  It has failed to hear that the plight of the negro-poor has worsened over the 
last few years.  It has failed to hear that the promises of freedom and justice have not 
been met.   
 
It has failed to hear that large segments of white society are more concerned about 
tranquility and the status quo – more concerned about tranquility and status quo – 
than about justice, equality, and humanity.  As long as America postpones justice, we 
stand in the position of having these recurrences of violence and riots over and over 
again.  Social justice and progress are the absolute guarantors of riot prevention.” 
 
Paul says to the Philippians to conduct your citizenship well.  Stand firm.  Be united.  Be 
of one mind.  Be of one spirit. 
 
That obviously must be hard for Christians, because we don’t have a good track record.  
We have a history of not getting along, of division, of rarely being of one mind.  And the 
media loves a good fight in the church – they love splits and schisms – and we have 
had far too many of them. 
 
But from history, we DO KNOW when people of faith get together – stand firm, with one 
mind; with one voice – it is powerful enough to make a difference.  And we all know full 
well, as followers of Jesus, that justice is what Jesus’ love looks like in the public 
square.   
 
May it be so in, because we are willing to stand firm to stand and work for change.  
AMEN. 
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