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Let's open our Bibles to Philippians chapter 2 as we continue our study in this New 
Testament book of God's word. This is a series of messages that we’re calling “This Is Living.” It is a 
study through this book by the apostle Paul. It is a letter that he wrote to the church at Philippi.  
 

We are in a season right now where there a lot of award ceremonies going on. We hear 
conversations about the Grammys and Emmys and the ESPYs. I think about people who are being 
recognized for their work in music or in movies and sports. Tonight at the Super Bowl, perhaps there 
will be a new star born tonight that none of us have heard of before. Or it may just be the same old 
star that it’s been for the last 10 years after tonight is over. But as I think about stardom and success, 
I want to ask these questions. What does being a star in the eyes of God look like? What does 
success look like in heaven's eyes? How can I know that when this life is over that I’ve run an 
award-winning race? 

 
If you take the personal pronoun out of that and realize that Paul's writing to the church at 

Philippi, let’s ask a question about church. Let’s ask a question about Watkinsville First Baptist. What 
does being a star church in the eyes of God look like? What is a successful church in the eyes of God 
and in the eyes of heaven? When this race is over and Jesus comes back, how will our church be 
rewarded? How do we know that we have not run in vain? There is one word that describes success 
for a church. There is one word that describes stardom, if you will, for a person. There is one word 
that is a description of what it's like to run a race that will be rewarded in the end. How do we know 
we will be stars in the end? 

 
Look at Philippians chapter 2, starting in  verse 12. It says, “Therefore, my beloved, as you 

have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but much more in my absence, work out 
your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work 
for his good pleasure.” 

 
“Do all things without grumbling or disputing, that you may be blameless and innocent, 

children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and twisted generation, among whom 
you shine as lights in the world, holding fast to the word of life, so that in the day of Christ I may be 
proud that I did not run in vain or labor in vain. Even if I am to be poured out as a drink offering upon 
the sacrificial offering of your faith, I am glad and rejoice with you all. Likewise you also should be 
glad and rejoice with me.” 
 

 What is the one word? What is the one word that describes success, that describes being a 
star, that would describe shining as a light in the darkness of a world that is twisted and crooked? 
There are a lot of definitions for success and stardom. Even in Christianity now, we have a world 
where we might say that there are stars. There are success stories and a little bit of celebrity. Not 
necessarily by an individual's own choosing but just the way the world operates, and individuals are 



raised up. We look at them and say, “They must be a star.” When you hear the names like Piper or 
Giglio or Stanley or Rick Warren or Beth Moore or Voskamp or Terkeurst or Priscilla Shirer or Tony 
Evans or Tim Keller,  you may hear those names and you can start to think in your mind, “Oh, that’s a 
star right there.”  

 
How do you know if you're a success? How do you know in God's eyes if you're a star? It 

reminds me of the story of the preacher who just hit a home run with a sermon that Sunday. He got 
in the car with his wife, and he's feeling pretty good. He’s just looking at the sky and off into the 
distance as he’s driving, and he says, “Honey, how many great preachers do you think there really 
are world?” She pauses and says, “Well, one less than you think there is.” I wonder sometimes if I’m 
getting it right. 

 
 Wilson, our youngest is the one kid that for the longest time has said, “Dad, how can I pray 

for you?” I was walking out of the room this week, and he was on his way to sleep. Right as I was 
leaving the room, he said, “Hey Dad, how can I pray for you?” And I just put my head against the wall 
and said, “Wilson, pray that I'll be a better pastor.” 

 
He said, “Aw, Dad! What?” 
 
I said, “Yeah, that’s it, pray that I’ll be a better pastor.” 
 
He said, “Aw, Dad! That’d be like Lebron James praying to be a better basketball player.” 
 
And I just thought, “The house, the cars - forget the other four-  it's all yours son, it is all 

yours!” 
 
 How do you know what a success is? There's one word. Obedience. It’s not how many likes 

you get. It’s not how many followers you have. In the eyes of heaven and the word of God, success 
is one word: obedience. Obeying God. Paul writes about this obedience when he says, “Therefore, 
my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but much more in my 
absence.” I thought for a few weeks that this verse was about running a race. I thought this verse 
was about working out our salvation. I thought this verse was a great opportunity to talk about the 
cost of grumbling and complaining and arguing. I thought it was a great verse about joy. I realized 
that it's a lot of that, but ultimately what this verse is driving at is that we've seen Jesus Christ be 
obedient even to the point of death. And Paul says, “Now church, here's how important it is for you 
to run a race that’s not in vain. You too will be obedient.” 

 
Verse 12 begins with a strong adverb. It's a “therefore.” It is the result of what he's just in said 

those verses. Jason read just a few minutes ago here in this room about Jesus Christ leaving heaven 
and humbling Himself and taking on flesh and going to the cross and death in obedience. God highly 
exalted Him and lifted Him up. It is the most sublime, it is the most majestic, it is the most grand 
description of the divinity and humanity and the atoning death and exaltation of Jesus Christ that 
has ever been put together. And then coming out of that he says, “Therefore obey.” I feel like in 



some ways we’ve just described the travel to the moon. With all the math that it takes and all the 
engineering that it takes and all the fuel that it takes and all the planning that it takes and all the 
brains that it takes, then we land on the moon, walk around the moon, and we come back and say, 
“Now ride your bicycle to work.” Really? It shows us how grand and powerful and real Jesus is, but 
how it translates right into practical everyday life. Just like Christ Jesus obeyed even unto death, 
here's what it means to run the race and not run in vain - obey. It shows the importance of us 
submitting our lives to God like Christ submitted His to the Father.  

 
So are you a star? Are you a success? Is our church a successful church? What I want to do is 

build a sentence. It’s not a numbered outline. I want to build a sentence and just add a phrase to it. 
Maybe some grammarians in the room will think it's a really bad sentence, but I just want to build 
this sentence of what it looks like to be a success. It starts with this: success in God's eyes is 
obedience. Success in God's eyes is obedience. You might drift and wander in your thoughts while 
you’re in this room, but I hope you walk away from here saying that you heard this: “Obey God, 
obey God, obey God.” Obedience. In verse 12, he says, “as you have always obeyed.” The word he 
uses here was a word that was used sometimes to describe someone opening a door, but not just 
voluntarily opening a door. It was used to describe someone who hears a knock. They are listening, 
and someone is at the door and wants to come in. They approach the door and open it because they 
have initiated. The other person has knocked. They are there, they are present, and they are there 
wanting to come in. The same word is used here for obedience. 

 
Paul is saying that there's a track record for the Philippians. There's a ledger and an 

accounting that shows that they have been answering the door and have been obeying. It is this 
picture of hearing God speak, of listening to His voice, and then doing what God says by responding 
- going to Him, going with Him, and allowing Him in. Success in God's eyes is obedience. Adding to 
that sentence: Success in God's eyes is obedience, seen or unseen. In other words, it doesn't take 
eyes on you for you to obey God. It's obeying God in the privacy of your life that nobody sees. It is 
obeying God in the public arena of your life when everybody sees. We draw this from Paul's 
reference here where he says, “...as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but 
much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.” 

 
Paul says, “I'm trying to get there. I'm not there. It’s going to be a while until I get there, but 

don't wait until I get there to keep obeying.” You have been in the past and even with me there, 
maybe that's an arena where you even need to obey God more. Maybe as a teacher or in some 
other line of business, you’ve gotten word when the state officials are going to be in your classroom. 
Evaluations are going to take place. Maybe you've gotten word that someone is coming through 
your office. The owner of the company is flying in, and he's going to walk around the shop. There is 
that sense of new trepidation and new pressure when you think of the boss coming. Can you 
imagine how this church felt? They were probably thinking, “Paul's coming! Paul’s at the edge of 
town! Paul is walking down the street! Paul is knocking at the door!” But Paul is saying that others 
shouldn't matter in your obedience to God. Obey God. Success in God's eyes is obedience, seen or 
unseen. 

 



 There’s a joke that I guess I could say I’ve enjoyed over the years. When I walk into a room 
of conversation where people are laughing, people say, “Hey everybody! Straighten up! The 
preacher’s here!” One of the most fun things I get to do is to play golf with strangers. At about hole 
11, someone may say, “What did you say you do?” 

 
“I'm a preacher.” 
 
 Talk about changing the game! Especially if I'm behind or I'm struggling. It’s really fun to 

bring up that I'm a preacher. It just changes sometimes. Success in God's eyes is obedience, seen or 
unseen. Charles Spurgeon tells the story of a servant girl he encountered who was giving testimony 
of how her life had changed since Jesus. She said, “Now I sweep under the doormat and behind the 
doors.” That was her evidence of new life in Christ. She had lived a life of just sweeping where it was 
seen, but now because of Jesus she swept even under the mats and behind the doors, obedient as 
unto the Lord. Success in God's eyes is obedience, seen or unseen. Now, adding to that sentence- 
working hard to do the right thing. He says, whether “in my presence but much more in my absence, 
work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.” It is a working out of our salvation. It’s not a 
working for our salvation. It is something being on the inside of us and it coming through in our 
hands and our thoughts and our mouth and our footsteps. It is a fleshing out of who we are in Jesus 
Christ. It is taking our worship on Sunday and making it our worship on Monday. It is taking what we 
hear in a sermon and saying “amen” to it and taking it into our Tuesday night or our weekend 
vacation and making that a part of who we are in Christ. It is taking what’s in the heart and working 
it out through the hands. We sweat Christ. We believe Christ. We show Christ. It just comes through 
us. It is a working out of our salvation. 

 
There must've been a thought in this arena here where they thought, “I can have Christ, I can 

be justified as Galatians talks about. I can be justified before God, but it might not have anything to 
do with my daily sanctification and not that much to do with the way I live.” This word “work” in the 
phrase “work out your salvation” was a word that was used at times to describe carrying something 
out all the way to the end. It's finishing the race. There's a race to run, and you carry it out all the 
way to the goal. You carry it out all the way to the finish. At the Super Bowl tonight, there may be a 
pause for the show with bloopers from past games. Maybe they'll show that image at some point 
where the big defensive lineman takes off running who’s about 350 pounds comes lumbering down 
the field and he gets so excited about his first score that at the ten yard line he throws his hands up, 
the ball falls out, and crosses he the goal line without the ball. Think of the pain of that. 

 
 Paul is saying, “Work out your salvation to the very end.” Carry the ball across the line. It’s 

not something you just tuck away back there in the safe deposit box and bring it out when you get 
there. You're working it out day by day by day and fleshing it out. Success in God's eyes is obedience, 
seen or unseen working hard to do the right thing with fear and trembling. He’s saying that this is 
serious. It should have our attention. The way we honor Christ and live for Christ is something that 
we need to be attentive to and careful of. We read the word, we apply the word, and we ask, “What 
does God want me to do? I don’t hedge on that. It’s what He says, so that's what I'm I'm going to 
do.” And you do it with fear and trembling with reverence of Him, knowing who He is and that He 



has spoken. This fear and trembling- I picture how you might be if you have a set of diamonds that 
you wear on your finger, and you walk up to the kitchen sink and you take them off and you begin 
to wash those diamonds over the kitchen sink. You’re going to do that with fear and trembling. I 
picture someone carrying a burning oil lamp through a hayfield. You’re going to watch your step. 
You're going to be careful. You're going to be attentive. You do that with a little bit of trembling in 
your step. 

 
Success in God's eyes is obedience, seen or unseen working hard to do the right thing with 

fear and trembling. Add to that sentence - knowing God is working in you to accomplish the right 
thing. We don’t have to come up with what's right. When we know Christ, the Holy Spirit comes to 
live within us, and He’s our teacher and our counselor. He works in us and through us. We've already 
read these verses that “he who began a good work in you will be faithful to complete it.” The picture 
here is that as we obey God and we want to see our salvation fleshed out in the everyday life, at the 
same time we know what that right thing is because God is in us working to accomplish His plans 
and His purposes. He says in verse 13, “ for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for 
his good pleasure.” 

 
In your life and in our church’s life, God has a will, God has a pleasure, and He's working in 

our church family. He's working in your life to accomplish His will and to accomplish His purpose. We 
are called upon to obey Him to see those plans carried out. Success in God's eyes is obedience, seen 
or unseen, working hard to do the right thing with fear and trembling, knowing God is working for 
you to accomplish the right thing, without grumbling and arguing. He says in verse 14, “Do all things 
without grumbling or disputing.” He's saying that when God shows you what's right and when God 
tells you what to do, you need to obey him without kicking against that. It is the picture of rebelling 
against God. We can do the right thing with the wrong attitude and it be the wrong thing. He says, 
“Do all things without grumbling or disputing.” 

 
I think of Jonah when I read those verses. In the Old Testament book of Jonah, God sends 

him to Nineveh. And Jonah says, “I know what You want to do. Those people are going to repent, 
and I'm not doing it.” He gets on a ship and they wind up throwing him overboard. And he's still not 
going to do what God wants him to do until God builds a little speed bump into his life called a big 
fish. Inside of that big fish, he finally says, “Okay, I'll do what You want me to do.” Even still, as you 
work through that book, God works, but Jonah still complains and grumbles. Paul says that success 
in God's eyes is obeying God without grumbling and complaining. Are you kicking against God right 
now? There are a couple hundred people in this room with a couple hundred different stories. God is 
showing us by His Spirit what's right, and you’re thinking, “God, no. I don’t want to do that. Why me? 
Why us? Why our church? Why my family? This can't be right.” 

 
Maybe God's calling you to some ministry or God's calling you to some work and you’re just 

resisting. Success in God's eyes is obedience, seen or unseen, working hard to do the right thing with 
fear and trembling, knowing God is working in you to accomplish the right thing without grumbling 
and arguing. Now add to that- while clinging to the word of God. Paul says, “that you may be 
blameless and innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and twisted 



generation, among whom you shine as lights in the world, holding fast to the word of life.” Holding 
fast, clinging to the word of God and saying, “This is where I get my marching orders from. This is my 
guide.”  

 
In our church life, the great battle that we will continue to face is trying to figure out how to 

cling to God's word in the pressure of a changing culture and constant change of what's cool. Cling 
to the word. Obedience to God, success in God's eyes, stardom in God's eyes, a winning church in 
God's eyes is a church that’s obeying and clinging to His word. It’s got to be all the way to the finish 
line. Success in God's eyes is obedience, seen or unseen, working hard to do the right thing with fear 
and trembling, knowing God is working in you to accomplish the right thing without grumbling or 
arguing, while clinging to the word of God all the way to the finish line. He says, “holding fast to the 
word of life, so that in the day of Christ I may be proud that I did not run in vain or labor in vain.” The 
finish line for the church at Philippi was the day of Christ.  

 
As we worked through Revelation in the fall, we talked about the return of Jesus. The people 

held it up all the time in saying, “How long do I live for Jesus? How long do I suffer through 
persecution? How long do I keep holding on to the word?” Here's the finish line- it’s when Jesus 
comes back. It is when Jesus says, “This is it! This is the end!”  Our obedience before God is not for 20 
years and then we retire. It’s not for 30 years and then we lay down our walk with Christ. Someone 
shared with me earlier in the service about their experience in running a marathon and all the many 
things that your brain does right before those last few miles of the run. Maybe you're in a point right 
now where you're in a relationship or you're in a job or you're in some struggle in your life and you’re 
thinking, “I'm just done. I just want to quit. I can't go with Jesus any longer.” But Paul was saying, 
“Here is success! Here is stardom! Here is how you go all the way! Until you see Jesus, don't quit! 
Don't unstring the bow.” I think of Galatians where it says, “Be not weary in well doing, for in due 
season you will reap if you faint not.”  

 
Lastly, success in God's eyes is obedience - and adding to that long sentence -resulting in 

great joy. Resulting in great joy. Paul says, “I don’t want to run in vain. I don’t want to labor in vain. I 
don’t want to get into this race and and look back and see that there's nobody with me.” He says, 
“Even if I am to be poured out as a drink offering upon the sacrificial offering of your faith, I am glad 
and rejoice with you all. Likewise you also should be glad and rejoice with me.” Paul is saying, “I'm 
willing to die. I'm willing to die for Jesus, but I need you to walk in obedience with me all the way to 
the end. That way, I can rejoice and you can rejoice.” I think of Hebrews that speaks of Jesus. It says, 
“he endured the cross for the joy that was set before him.” He endured the cross for the joy set 
before him. In this picture of Jesus leaving heaven and taking on flesh and being obedient, even unto 
death - you see that He did the lowering and God did the lifting. Paul is saying to the church that this 
is a success- “You be obedient to God, you submit your life to God, you follow His will, you allow 
what He's doing on the inside to be fleshed out in your everyday life until you see Jesus 
face-to-face.” 

 
This picture of a drink offering up on the sacrificial offer of your faith was an allusion to a 

practice in that day where part of a worship ceremony of a god would be to take a glass or a cup of 



wine and pour it out on the ground before that god as a sacrifice. The picture was of taking 
something valuable, taking something rich and just pouring it out on the ground, almost looking like 
it was being wasted except for the fact that you were giving up that rich drink for a god. Paul is 
saying, “Look, I'm willing to pour out my life upon the ground if it means that you will stay strong in 
your faith and finish. And for us both, there will be joy in that.” 

 
How's the race? It may be that there’s just this one thing where the big roadblock is and 

God’s been speaking to your heart but you just keep saying no. You’re arguing, debating, and 
dialoguing with God about why it’s not right. Success in God's eyes is obedience to Him, and it is the 
real source of joy. Several years ago, in fact almost 30 years ago, my brother Jeff, who is old four 
years older was just about to be married. He said, “Let’s take a bachelor trip.” We got in his little 
two-seater car, and we struck out one morning from North Alabama. Our goal was to see how many 
different states we could sleep in and spend the night in. We had to be back by the end of the week. 
We had seven days and saw seven different states. We made a big loop from Alabama, Tennessee, 
Georgia, North Carolina, West Virginia, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Kentucky, Tennessee, and back home to 
Alabama. The rules were no interstates. We took our cameras and took pictures all along the way. At 
that time, I was captivated by old barns and old churches. I  had this old Minolta camera where you 
opened the back and put the film in, and then you just snap it and crank it, then snap it and crank it. 
We were taking pictures all the way. We got on the way headed back down south, and sitting on the 
bumper of that little black Mazda, I told my brother, “This is craziest thing! This film said it had 36 
exposures, and I've taken 42 pictures!”  

 
He just kind of started smiling and said, “Open your camera.” 
 
I said, “No, it’ll ruin the picture!” 
 
And he said, “Open your camera.” 
 
So I’m sitting there and I open that camera, and I looked, and that brand-new roll of film had 

the little tab sticking out and it had never hooked to the other side. I think I’m going to start crying 
right now just telling you about it! We had gone through seven states and taken every picture of 
that roll plus some, I thought. And I did not have a single thing to show for it. I need counseling 
today for it, I’m sure. How much worse, how much more tragic to get to the end of your life and 
have nothing to show for it? It’s not the world's measure. It changes all the time. God’s got one 
measure of success - obedience. The way we avoid running in vain by having something to show for 
it when we get home is to obey God. 

 
 
 


