How Heaven Decorates Its War Heroes

Philippians 2:25-30

“HOW HEAVEN DECORATES ITS WAR HEROES”
(Philippians 2:25-30)

“Yet I supposed it necessary to sent to you Epaphroditus, my brother, and companion in labor, and fellow soldier, but your messenger, and he that ministered to my wants.  For he longed after you all, and was full of heaviness, because that ye had heard that he had been sick.  For indeed he was sick nigh unto death: but God had mercy on him; and not on him only, but on me also, lest I should have sorrow upon sorrow.  I sent him therefore the more carefully, that, when ye see him again, ye may rejoice, and that I may be the less sorrowful.  Receive him therefore in the Lord with all gladness; and hold such in reputation: Because for the work of Christ he was nigh unto death, not regarding his life, to supply your lack of service toward me” (King James)


“I have considered it desirable to send you Epaphroditus.  He has been to me brother, fellow worker and comrade-in-arms, as well as being the messenger you sent to see to my wants.  He has been homesick for you, and was worried because he knew that you had heard that he was ill.  Indeed he was ill, very dangerously ill, but God had mercy on him — and incidentally on me as well, so that I did not have the sorrow of losing him to add to my sufferings.  I am particularly anxious, therefore, to send him to you so that when you see him again you may be glad, and to know of your joy will lighten my own sorrows.  Welcome him in the Lord with great joy!  You should hold men like him in highest honor, for his loyalty to Christ brought him very near death — he risked his life to do for me in person what distance prevented you all from doing” (J. B. Phillips)


When we find the same lessons repeated again and again in the Bible, we should recognize the Holy Spirit’s emphasis.  The Bible does not repeat truth for the sake of filling up space, but to give it emphasis.  Philippians chapter two is the Biblical classic on the theme of humility and selfless service.  In fact, this lesson is repeated at least four times in this chapter.  It opens with an exhortation to such humility and service (verses 1-4).  Then it continues with several personal examples of such humility and service (verses 5-30).  The four examples are Christ (5-8), Paul (17), Timothy (19-24), and Epaphroditus (25-30).  


There are three merely human examples in the chapter—Paul, Timothy, and Epaphroditus.  When we are introduced to Epaphroditus in our text, we are brought face to face for the third time in the chapter with a mere man in whom the example of Jesus Christ shines.  In fact, it seems very likely that Paul was intending to culminate and climax the exhortation to humility with the portrait of this man Epaphroditus.  


If you were making a list of the greatest men and women of the Bible, there is little question that Epaphroditus would not be on the list.  He was not a great leader like Moses, not a great king like David, not a distinguished prophet like Elijah, not a dynamic preacher like Peter, not a visionary missionary like Paul.  Yet he was humble and selfless, and probably had the gift of “helps” (I Corinthians 12:28), a little-recognized but much-needed gift in the Body of Christ.  W. H. Auden, with his usual penetrating insight, said, “The secret of most lives is in finding the right helper at the right time.”  Paul had  the commendable relational skill of  surrounding himself with good helpers, and Epaphroditus was one of them.  


Paul commends this man by giving him five titles in one verse.  He calls him “my brother, and companion in labor, and fellow-soldier, and your messenger, and your minister to my wants.”  Isolate for a moment the middle title.  Epaphroditus was Paul’s fellow-soldier.  Paul spent a lot of time in the presence of soldiers, and he was fond of using military terminology as an analogy to the Christian life.  In II Timothy 2:4, Paul exhorted Timothy to “endure hardness as a good soldier of Jesus Christ.”  In Ephesians 6:11-17, he encouraged all believers to put on the whole armor of God and stand against the wiles of the Devil.  Paul knew of the Christian’s battle against the world, the flesh, and the Devil.  In this study, I want to examine the Biblical picture of Epaphroditus, who is mentioned only here and in Philippians 4:18.  Then, I want to close the study by seeing “heaven’s decoration of its war heroes.”  In looking at this man, we will consider six features—Salvation, Service, Sympathy, Sickness, Sacrifice, and Satisfaction.

I.  THE SALVATION WHICH HE EXHIBITED  


We know he was saved by the place he is given in this book.  However, there are two terms that should emphasize the fact that he is a Christian.


One is the personal designation by which he is identified throughout the paragraph.  His name is “Epaphroditus,” and this name is like an explanatory paragraph.  It is a cultural and religious commentary all by itself.  The name embodies the name of the Greek goddess Aphrodite.  A mere look at his name in print or a casual pronunciation of it will reveal this.  The name means “devoted to Aphrodite.”  It is well known that Aphrodite, or Venus as the Romans called her, was the goddess of love and beauty.  Aphrodite was at the heart of a pagan religion that reveled in immorality.  It is most likely that the parents of Epaphroditus were devotees of Aphrodite, and when their little son was born they named him for their goddess. 


But something radical and revolutionary happened to Epaphroditus after his birth to these Greek parents.  Somewhere, perhaps at Philippi, Epaphroditus come under the preaching of the Gospel (possibly from Paul himself) and was saved.  In the testimonies of men like Epaphroditus, the world has added evidence of the powerlessness of religion to save and help man, and of the power of the Gospel (Romans 1:16) to transform men’s lives.  Christianity is not only not a religion; it is the end of religion.  Religion consists of all the things the human race has ever thought it had to do to get right with God.  Christianity shows that none of them even had the least chance of doing the job, and that everything religion tried and failed to do has already been done.  


Two farmers bet on their own horses in a private race.  One farmer hired his own jockey and upped the ante.  The other relied on lady luck.  Soon after the race started, the hired jockey was far ahead.  A little later, though, the other horse caught up.  Near the end of the race, there was a terrible collision, and both jockeys were knocked from their horses.  The seasoned jockey jumped up, remounted, and won the race.  The sly farmer jumped up and down in frustration.  The other farmer said, “Why are you so frustrated?  You won, didn’t you?”  “No,” replied the other farmer, “My dumb jockey got on the wrong horse!”  What difference does it make that you cross the finish line way ahead — if you’re riding the wrong horse?  Some people are going to cross the Finish Line riding the wrong horse!  Religion wins, all right — for the Devil!  Man must be guarded by revealed truth, or he will slide into superstition and deception.  In all religions, the emphasis is always upon man and his self-made sacrifices to appease and please God.  But in the Gospel, emphasis is upon the settlement made by God’s sacrifice.


As I write these words, the city of Hong Kong has taken drastic measures to purge a deadly virus from its city life.  The deadly virus causes “avian flu,” which is often fatal to human beings.  The virus is presently being spread through poultry in Hong Kong, so the officials of the city mandated a mass slaughter of all the chickens of Hong Kong to protect the people of Hong Kong and other nations of the world.  Enter religion!  Last Saturday’s Commercial Appeal, Memphis’ daily newspaper, carried an article that included these words: “Buddhist monks and nuns began seven days of prayer and meditation for the souls of 1.3 million dead chickens last Wednesday.   Shocked by the carnage, 80 monks and nuns chanted sutras, or Buddhist scriptures, and prayed to speed the birds’ soul toward reincarnation.”  Excuse me, but I have helped many a chicken toward reincarnation, and no prayer was involved except the prayer of grace over the meal!  


Epaphroditus was rescued from the treadmill of religion by a miracle of the grace and power of God through the preaching of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Now he is truly “devoted to love,” though both the devotion and the love are of a different kind.  Now he will spend the rest of his life seeking to incarnate the difficult ethic of God’s agape love (self-giving, self-disinterested love), and the commendation of this man in our text indicates that he is learning this ethic quite well.  So his salvation is revealed in the personal designation by which he is identified.


Then his salvation is revealed in the powerful description which Paul attaches to him.  Paul refers to him as “my brother” in our text.  When Paul calls Epaphroditus by this title, he is saying something incredibly powerful.  Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest says that the Greek word translated “brother” literally means, “from the same womb.”  It speaks of a common origin, and thus of a common level.  Remember, Paul was a Jew and Epaphroditus was a Gentile.  Before he became a Christian, Paul had been a proud Pharisee, and Epaphroditus would have been no more to him then than a Gentile “dog.”  But now, they were both born of God, so they shared the same parenthood.  They were both members of God’s “Forever Family,” so they shared the same brotherhood.  What times they must have had together in Rome!  Whole nights may have been spent in telling each other of their salvation and sanctification experiences in Christ.  The fact that Paul calls Epaphroditus “my brother” is an indication that the miracle of Divine salvation has occurred in each of their lives.  So we see, first, the salvation Epaphroditus had exhibited.

II.  THE SERVICE WHICH HE EXPRESSED 


Next we will look at the great service which Epaphroditus had expressed to Paul and the Philippians.  Paul referred to him (verse 25) as “my companion in labor, and fellow soldier, but your messenger, and he who ministered to my wants.”  Each of these terms provides a massive tribute to this man from the pen of the great Apostle Paul.  


We must at least make a passing note to the personality attributes which enabled this man to render these great services.  This man did not begrudge placing his gifts totally at the disposal of the local church in Philippi.  He must have had the reputation in that local church of being completely trustworthy and willing, because the church members in Philippi were quite content to commit their money and their ministry to him.  They sent their monetary gift from Philippi to Rome by way of Epaphroditus (Philippians 4:18).  Incidentally, the kind of disciple you will become may well be determined by your attitude toward money, and the way you handle and manage money.  Let me look into your heart and see your deepest attitude toward money, then let me read your check stubs, and I can almost tell you what kind of disciple you will be.  He not only could be trusted to be a good manager of his own money; Epaphroditus was trusted to handle the offering of the entire church as well.  And he did it in such a place of trust that the mishandling of it could have been excused with no accountability.  He took the money on a long and arduous trip across the Roman world from Philippi to Rome, and no suspicion or question was ever raised about his personal integrity.  In the Bible, the word “steward” describes one who manages the estate of another.  Epaphroditus was a faithful steward.  So the traits of willingness and trustworthiness are conspicuous in him


Then we must note the attitude of the service he rendered.  There is no question that he was a man of harmonious disposition.  The words, “fellow laborer,” and “fellow soldier” reveal this.  I read a church sign which said, “Some people find fault as if it were buried treasure.”  If Epaphroditus has been a quarrelsome, nagging, faultfinding, critical person, Christian love might still allow him to be called a worker and a soldier, but he would not have been given the marvelous titles, “worker-together-with-me,” and “soldier-together-with-me.”  This man was a gentle, cooperative, selfless servant in the cause of Christ.


Then we may note the exact actions he took in rendering his service.  This man was no parasite, no passenger, when it came to work.  It has been said that “some people are like blisters; they only show up after the work is done.”  But the tone of the text indicates that Epaphroditus was marked by strenuous effort and endurance.  He translated his beliefs into biography!  And Paul clearly states the particulars of his service.  He says that Epaphroditus had been their “messenger” (verse 25).  The Greek word is the word for “apostle” and it opens a whole world of understanding.  The word apostle means “one sent out on a commission.”  The missionary traffic between Philippi and Rome was two-way traffic.  One lane of the highway flowed from the church at Philippi to Paul, and the other lane flowed from Paul to the church.  And all the traffic flowed through Epaphroditus.  


Paul describes the traffic from the church to himself when he identifies Epaphroditus as “your messenger (apostle) and minister to my need.”  Epaphroditus had been their “mailman,” delivering the gift of money which the Philippian church had collected and placed in his hands to take to the Apostle Paul in Rome.  When Paul used the word “apostle” in describing Epaphroditus, he gave a special sacred authority to his ministry.  And Epaphroditus had literally served as their mailman, delivering to Paul loving greetings and an official report of the welfare of the church in Philippi which Paul had established some years before.   But Paul had used a second important word in describing the service which Epaphroditus rendered to him.  He said, “He is your minister to my need.”  The word minister is the Greek word from which we get our word “liturgy.”  This word is used in the Bible to describe the Temple service of the Levitical priests.  So the service of Epaphroditus had as much sacredness, in Paul’s view, as the ministry of the priests in the Jewish temple services.  In fact, it means that, while Epaphroditus was ministering to Paul’s needs, he was actually performing an act of worship to God.  And the same is true of any act of true service for Christ.  Every true act of worship is an act of service, and every act of service is an act of worship. 


Then Paul describes the traffic from himself to the church at Philippi when he said, “I have thought it necessary to send to you Epaphroditus ... I am the more eager to send him ... So receive him in the Lord with all joy.”  So Epaphroditus was truly “one sent out on a mission.”  At this point, he is like Jesus.  The Gospel of John uses the word “sent” over forty times in describing Jesus.  In fact, He referred to Himself again and again as “one sent.”  If a Christian is to be used of God, he must be willing to be “sent”; he must see himself as “one sent.”  He should never pray as to whether he should go; he should only pray as to whether he should stay.  Jesus said, “As the Father hath sent Me, so send I you” (John 20:21).  Paul says of Epaphroditus, “As you sent him to me, even so send I him to you.”   So Epaphroditus is a mailman, a missionary and a minister.  What a biographical sketch!  What a service he rendered to Christ, to Paul, to the Philippian believers, and to us!

III.  THE SYMPATHY WHICH HE EXTENDED


In studying this passage about one of God’s “war heroes,” we must give special attention to the sympathy he extended.  He was a sensitive and gentle giant as a man of God.  In verse 26, Paul said of him, “For he longed after you all, and was full of heaviness, because that ye had heard that he had been sick.”  The word translated “full of heaviness” is the same word used of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane (Matthew 26:37).  Epaphroditus was in the distress because of the concern he was causing the Christians at Philippi.  This man was a living example of what Paul taught in Philippians 2:4, “Do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others.”  He was very seriously ill, but his main concern was over how his fellow-believers in Philippi were taking the news of his illness.  He was more concerned about their reaction to his serious sickness than he was about himself.  As a pastor of twenty-seven years, I have sometimes seen people display this same sympathy.  I have seen people involved in car accidents who were more concerned about the effect of the news on their loved ones than they were for their own welfare.  I have seen a mother facing her own death by cancer who was more concerned about how her own children and loved ones were responding to the situation than she was about her own illness.  


We must not forget the large figure of the Apostle Paul in the background of this paragraph.  Indeed, his shadow falls big over the entire book of Philippians.  Paul’s presence and influence seem to create an atmosphere of sympathy and selflessness.  Paul’s compassion was no formal exercise of duty.  It was not a detached and calculating compassion.  Any student of Paul’s letters can see that Paul was typically full of warm affection, true concern, and ungrudging praise.  Since the Lord Jesus is the Christian’s model, Paul was a model Christian.  


And we must not forget that this sympathy is not automatic among Christians.  Christians do not always love one another; nor are we always ready to acknowledge one another as “fellow workers” and “fellow soldiers.”  We sometimes look on each other with suspicion.  We remain isolated and aloof from each other, fearful of guilt by association with those who have been purchased by the same precious blood.  We refuse to pray with those who call on the same precious name.  We sometimes begrudge the gifts God has given to others and are afraid that praise deserved by a fellow Christian might threaten our own prestige.  All too often self-concern dulls our hearts to the needs of our fellow Christians.  Our “eagerness” (verse 28) is directed to self-advancement, and our anxiety diminishes only as our personal security increases.  How we need to see Jesus!  How we need to realize His standard of humility and self-giving!  How we need to follow the examples of Paul, and Timothy, and Epaphroditus!  What an atmosphere of love and compassion they created.  Everything outside was opposed to them; animosity and hatred were like a disease at epidemic level.  But look “inside”!  How Paul loved Timothy and Epaphroditus, and how Epaphroditus loved Paul and Timothy, and how they all loved the church at Philippi, and how the church at Philippi loved them!  From the darkness of a Roman prison came the radiant light of a few men who lived by the power and impact of the love of God.  Epaphroditus was a living extension of the sympathy and compassion he had “caught” in the exchange between Paul, his companions, and the Philippian church.  

IV.  THE SICKNESS WHICH HE EXPERIENCED



Next, we will look at the sickness which Epaphroditus had experienced.  In verse 27, Paul wrote, “He was sick nigh unto death,” and again in verse 30, “He was nigh unto death.”  The word translated “sick” means “without strength,” and is the same word that is used of Lazarus just before he died (John 11:4).  The words “unto death” are the same words that are used of Jesus, “He became obedient unto death,” in verse eight of this chapter.  The extent of the illness is seen in these words.  The exact meaning of the words is that Epaphroditus was “lying alongside of” and “near” death.  “He drew near, up to death,” the verse literally says.  We cannot be absolutely sure of what caused the sickness, but Paul says that it was “for the work of Christ” (verse 30).  And it took him “to death’s door.”  Kenneth Wuest says that Epaphroditus and death were “next door neighbors.”  We need only a little imagination to see the grim struggle with death which Paul and Epaphroditus fought as this saint from Philippi lay at the point of death in a rented house in Rome.  


At this point, it would be wise for us to take a minor theological excursion into the Biblical (Christian) concept of sickness.  There is an incredible amount of fuzzy and erroneous teaching in the at-large Christian community which simply does not match the Bible.


First, it is necessary to remark that the presence of illness in a saint’s life does not necessarily mean that there is something morally wrong between him and God which is causing the illness.  The story of Lazarus (John 11) reveals that even those who Jesus especially loves sicken and die.  Sickness in a believer, and the deep affection of Christ, are not incompatible.  The man Jesus loves is still a man, and subject to all the frailties and mortality of manhood.  The covenant of grace is not a charter of exemption.  Even the saving grace of God does not lift a believer above the reach of affliction.  Job 5:7 expresses the rule for all men: “Man is born unto trouble, as the sparks fly upward.”  It is not really strange that there is abundant sickness and suffering in such a badly fallen world; it is really strange that there is so little of it.  “Strange that a harp of a thousand strings, and on a cracked instrument, should keep in tune so long.”  Read the ode to mortality in Ecclesiastes 12 and marvel at man’s health.  Because man has sinned, man suffers.  The universal presence and prevalence of sickness is one of the indirect evidences that the Bible is true.  All sickness is a result of sin and man’s fall, but immediate sickness is not necessarily the result of some prevailing sin in the believer’s life at the time of the sickness.



Second, it is vital to observe that Epaphroditus was in the presence of the Apostle Paul, and yet there is no indication that any miracle was received in his behalf.   It is evident that, even in the Apostolic era, the Apostles could not perform or negotiate miracles whenever they felt so inclined.


Dr. Harry Ironside commented, “Let it be noted that the Apostle Paul did not consider he had any right to demand physical healing even for so faithful a laborer as Epaphroditus.  Paul recognized the healing he received as a mercy of God, not as that to which saints have a right.  This is true Divine healing.  And let it be remembered that sickness may be as really from God as health.  It is clear that Paul never held or taught ‘healing in the atonement’ and therefore the birthright of all Christians.  Nor do we ever read of him or his fellow-laborers being miraculously healed.”


William Hendriksen, said, “In the all-wise providence of God, believers at times become ill, sometimes gravely ill (Elisha, Hezekiah, Lazarus, Dorcas, Paul, Timothy, Trophimus, and Epaphroditus).  Yes, they get sick and they even die!  The passage, ‘With His stripes we are healed,’ does not mean that believers have been exempted from the infirmities of the flesh, from grave illness or from death.”     


Then what is the purpose of God for sickness?  How does His sovereignty overrule pain, and suffering, and grief, and sorrow, and death?  Like a grain of sand dropped into the delicate mechanism of your eye (indeed, like sin itself), sickness and suffering are alien intruders in man’s life.  However, Romans 8:28 stands in the Bible for precisely such demands as sickness and death bring to life.  Then what “good” is to be gleaned from such serious illness as that experienced by Epaphroditus.  Let me state a massive principle: All sickness is designed to lead to healing — either spiritual healing (salvation), moral healing (repentance and correction of sin), or physical healing (whether through a miracle of restoration or the greater healing of death itself, which places us forever beyond suffering).  The Psalmist wrote in Psalm 119:67, “Before I was afflicted I went astray: but now have I kept Thy word.”  And verse 71 adds, “It is good for me that I have been afflicted, that I might learn Thy statutes.”   When the final weights are put in the scales of eternity, it will be seen that The School of Adversity had the best advantages and taught the best lessons.  As a frightened infant turns to its mother, or as the compass-needle turns to the Pole, so sickness should turn the believer’s heart to God.  


Sickness helps to remind men of death.  Just as sleep is a nightly rehearsal of death, sickness is an occasional reminder of death.  Sickness helps to make men think seriously of God, and the condition of their souls, and the world to come.  Sickness helps to soften men’s hearts, and teach them wisdom.  Sickness helps to lower and humble men who are naturally proud and high-minded.  Sickness helps to test men’s faith, to see if it is properly placed.  Sickness is God’s witness, and the soul’s adviser.  It is an awakener of conscience and a purifier of the heart.  And it should turn every Christian into a kind and sympathetic minister to others.  Whatever the outcome of the sickness, the Christian should say with Paul, “God mercied me” (the literal meaning of verse 27).  When we are fallen sinners, any good thing is a bonus of God’s mercy!  Thank God that we have the stimulus of such stories as that of Epaphroditus in the Bible.  We, too, can learn from the sickness he experienced.  

V.  THE SACRIFICE WHICH HE EXEMPLIFIED

But we have not yet reached the glorious height of this text.  The height is reached when we consider the sacrifice Epaphroditus exemplified.  Verse 30 concludes this glorious chapter with the words, “For the work of Christ he was nigh unto death, not regarding his life, to supply your lack of service toward me.”  Don’t be deceived by the innocent-sounding words of the King James Bible.  They actually conceal a gold mine of spiritual wealth.  The key words are, “not regarding his life.”  In Greek, it is just one word.  However, it has sixteen letters in it.  Transliterated, it is the word, “paraboleusamenos.”  You might guess that a word that long would hide a lot of meaning inside, and that is true here.  This is the only place it is used in the New Testament, but outside the Bible, it had a history as a gambling term.  The Revised Version translates it, “He hazarded his life,” but this still does not tell us the full meaning of the word.  The exact and literal meaning of the word is “to wager in a game of chance.”  Eureka!  One commentator said that it means “to gamble or bet.”  But remember, the gambler is Epaphroditus, and the stake is his life!  To put it simply, Epaphroditus had gambled his very life to come to Rome in search of Paul.  He had gambled his very life to fulfill the work he had been given to do.  And he almost lost! 


This same word, “parabolani,” (“The Riskers”) was used a little later in church history to describe a group of Christians who ministered in the name of Christ to the sick and dying in plague-infested and disease-ridden areas, even if the diseases were contagious.  A similar ministry is undertaken today by those who daringly risk their lives by hands-on ministry to AIDS victims.  They minister in the full knowledge that they are risking their lives to carry on this ministry.  The “Riskers” were so named because they risked disease and death to minister to stricken people in Christ’s name.  Paul may have had something like this in mind when he wrote to the Romans, “Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus, who risked their own necks for my life” (Romans 16:3-4).  


Epaphroditus’ motive is seen in the words, “for the work of Christ.”  His manner is explained in the words, “he threw down his life,” the very words that are used for a gambler recklessly throwing down dice in an unpredictable gamble.  Paul, who was constantly with the Roman soldiers and was familiar with their reckless and regular gambling habits, came by this expression naturally.  History tells us that the Roman soldier was an incurable gambler.  The Apostle must have been sorely tried at times as he was forced to listen to tales of gains and losses recounted by his guards and probably had to watch their gaming often.  The Roman soldier gambled on anything and everything.  


One thing that makes the story of the crucifixion of Jesus so realistic is the vivid portrayal of the Roman soldiers gambling at the very foot of the cross.  In fact, one artist has cleverly sketched an upturned  helmet in the hands of the soldiers, ready for throwing the dice.  


One of the great Christians of history was a Japanese man named Toyohiko Kagawa.  Kagawa repeatedly turned down offers of wealth and position to serve Christ in the deprivation of the Shinkawa slums.  An American magazine assigned a reporter to do an eight-page article on Kagawa’s life.  The series closed with this reporter’s observation.  “It appears to me,” he wrote, “that Mr. Kagawa has so much security on the inside that he doesn’t need any on the outside.”  When Kagawa was asked to explain his life, he simply replied, “Just say that I am God’s Gambler.”  There it is!  Epaphroditus was God’s Gambler!  He stuck his neck out, walked through an uncharted mine field, and laid his life on the line.  And he did it deliberately and calculatedly, aware of the odds.  In response to the worthiness of Jesus, he made himself and all he had expendable for Jesus’ sake.  


The greatest curse on earth today is the curse of casual, conventional, convenient Christianity, Christianity which costs nothing and produces the same.  This kind of Christianity  hides comfortably  in its own culture and its own fortress.  We simply cannot consistently talk about “the fellowship of His sufferings,” or “being made conformable unto His death,” unless we repent of our easy-going religious routine and join Jesus where the sound of hammer on nail may be heard.  One wayfaring missionary who followed in the footsteps of Epaphroditus said, “ If I really love Jesus, my innate and persistent selfishness will have received its death blow.”  Then he exclaimed, “Oh, for men and women who will measure their lives by what they lose and not by what they gain!”  


                                    “Measure your life by loss, and not by gain,

            
                        Not by the wine drunk, but by the wine poured forth; 

                       
            For love’s strength stands in love’s pain, 

                                   
And he who suffers most may be of most worth.”


A romancing couple was seated on a dock that extended out into the Mississippi River at Vicksburg. They were dangling their feet off the dock and whispering “sweet nothings” into each other’s ears when suddenly loud footfalls were heard behind them.  They turned to see a man in a business suit, running at full speed toward them on the dock.  They jumped up in alarm, thinking he had come to tell them of some emergency.  But when he reached them, he ran right between them at full speed, and with a mighty yell, he took a flying leap toward the opposite bank of the river.  Now they thought it must be a suicide attempt.  But the man turned and swam powerfully back to the shore.  Alarmed, the couple helped to fish him out of the water.  “What in the world are you doing?” the man demanded.  “What does this mean?  Why did you do that?”  Panting and spitting water, the drenched man pointed up to a hill above the dock.  “A man up there on the hill just bet me a million to one that I couldn’t jump across the Mississippi River.  Now, I knew within reason that I couldn’t do it — but with those odds, I couldn’t just stand there and do nothing!”  We seem to be in many impossible situations today.  Many things God asks us to do seem impossible.  But God still expects us to jump off the dock.  Much of the Christian life involves “high-risk investment.”  The promised benefit awaits the person who is willing to run the risk.  Epaphroditus provides a great example here.  Christian, you may not be able to do much, but with the odds that are at stake, can you afford to just stand there and do nothing?  Throw your life down, and let God sponsor the result!  


If these words are being read by anyone without Christ, let me tell you the odds you face.  If you bet there isn’t a God, and there isn’t — nothing gained, nothing lost.  If you bet there isn’t a God, and there is — eternal loss.  If you bet there is a God, and there isn’t — nothing gained, nothing lost.  But if you bet there is a God, and there is — eternal gain.  And remember, that everybody plays with the same stakes — everything to gain, or everything to lose.  Every church should have a second name.  It should call itself “The Christian Casino,” the place where you go to play at high stakes,  take great risks, and stand to win great benefits. And every church service should re-open the gaming table.  Then every Christian could follow Epaphroditus in the sacrifice he exemplified.  

VI.  THE SATISFACTION WHICH HE COULD EXPECT


Finally, we see in this story the satisfaction Epaphroditus could expect when he finished his time with Paul in Rome and headed back home to Philippi.   After being absent for quite some time, Epaphroditus was sent back to Philippi by Paul.  He was carrying with him the precious letter of Paul that we now read as the book of Philippians in our New Testament.  Paul writes of the homecoming he wants Epaphroditus to receive upon his arrival in Philippi.  In Philippians 2:28-29, Paul wrote, “I am sending him to you ... Receive him in the Lord with all gladness; and hold such in reputation.”  The New International Version says, “Welcome him in the Lord with great joy, and honor men like him.”  The New American Standard Version says, “Hold men like him in high regard.”  The term “high regard” bears major emphasis in the text, so it literally says, “Keep on holding men like him in very, very, very high regard.”  Do you realize what we are seeing and hearing at this point in the story?  Epaphroditus is going home from the field of labor, and this lets us see what satisfaction he should be able to expect when he gets home.  At this point, the story gives us a small-scale picture of the future welcome which will await men like Epaphroditus in heaven.  Here is an earthly foretaste of the coming heavenly banquet.  And we should give great pause here, because we should greet and welcome believers on earth the same way they will be received and welcomed in heaven.  We should treat them on earth the way they will be treated in heaven.  So how does heaven decorate it’s war heroes?


First, heaven gives its war heroes a royal reception.  Several times, the New Testament uses the victorious Roman general’s homecoming parade as a picture of the Christian life (II Corinthians 2:14-16 & Ephesians 4:8).  In every case, the war hero was given a “ticker-tape” parade, an extravagant royal welcome, a hero’s reception.  Acknowledgments were made about his field of battle, his military campaigns, and his victories.  The same may be expected by heaven’s war heroes when they reach home.  Full recognition will be given to their earthly situation, and full regard will be given to their service. When Paul told the Philippians to “receive” Epaphroditus, he used a word which means to “warmly welcome.”  The Philippians were to welcome Epaphroditus home like a worthy war hero would expect to be welcomed upon his return home.  Even so, a hero’s reception awaits the faithful servant in heaven.


Second, heaven gives its war heroes a realistic regard.  Paul told the Philippians to “hold men like him in high regard,” and we may be sure that this is the policy of heaven as well as that of the church on earth.  The word that is used here is also used in Luke 7:2 of the centurion’s “highly-valued slave.”  A Christian can expect little proper regard on earth, even among other Christians.  But if he is faithful and daring in his service for Christ, he is highly valued in heaven.  You see, men like Epaphroditus are so unobtrusive and inconspicuous on earth that they command little attention from men.  But not so in heaven.  Jesus told us again and again what gets heaven’s attention and accolades.  And men like Epaphroditus would be high on heaven’s commendation list.  


Third, heaven receives its war heroes with real rejoicing.  If there is joy in heaven when one sinner repents, what celebration is aroused when a long-term faithful servant comes home?  “Receive him with great gladness,” Paul said.  “Welcome him with great joy.”  C. S. Lewis referred to joy as “the serious business of heaven.” Jonathan Edwards wrote that “every saved person is like a vessel thrown into an ocean of joy, though some vessels are far larger than others.  Every vessel is full, but their capacities differ.”  One of God’s purposes in such suffering as Epaphroditus experienced is to enlarge the believer’s capacity to enjoy heaven and the glory of God.  Unbelievable joy awaits heaven’s war heroes.    


One final thought.  The word translated “receive” in verse 29 has an additional idea hidden in it.  It is based on the root form dechomai, which includes the idea of “giving access to one’s self.”  The Philippians were to open themselves, not just their doors, their arms, and their meetings, to Epaphroditus.  We often say, “Home is where the heart is.”  “Home” normally includes a house in our thinking, but home is far more than a mere house.  Home is an affinity of hearts.  Home includes a location, but the word is reduced without loved ones at the location.  Even so, when heaven’s war hero arrives home, Jesus will give him access to Himself!  He will not merely cross a platform or stand at a table and be recognized; he will be enfolded in the arms of the King Himself!


Let’s close with a final example.  Acts chapter seven records the story of the stoning of the first Christian martyr, Stephen.  The name “Stephen” means “crown,” and here we see him entering the coronation room!  In the closing paragraph of the chapter, we find these words: “But he, being full of the Holy Spirit, looked up steadfastly into heaven, and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing on the right hand of God, And said, Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing on the right hand of God.  And he said, Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.”  Christian, read these lines with great care, asking the Holy Spirit to illumine your mind and heart as you read.  “He saw the glory of God.”  “He saw Jesus standing at the right hand of God.”  “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.”  Nowhere else do you see it as vividly as here.  This is the only time is the New Testament where Jesus is pictured as standing at God’s right hand in heaven.  Elsewhere, He is always seated there, but here he is standing.  It is as if he gave full recognition to Stephen’s earthly situation, realistic regard to his service and his suffering, and then He acted accordingly.  He stood in honor of a war hero, and personally received him into heaven with His own embrace.* 


*An addendum from the war annals of the Civil War.  General Stonewall Jackson’s greatest battle was fought in May 1863.  Meeting the troops of Yankee General Joseph Hooker near Chancellorsville, Virginia, Jackson routed the Yankees.  As night fell, Jackson went out ahead of his line to survey his situation.  Tragically, one of his own men mistook him for a Yankee soldier and shot him.  The doctors tried to save Jackson’s life by amputating his left arm, but to no avail.  When General Robert E. Lee was told of Jackson’s mortal wounds, he exclaimed, “He has lost his left arm, but I have lost my right arm.”  Eight days later, on May 10, Stonewall Jackson died.  It was a Sunday.  Jackson, a devout Christian, had often said that he wanted to die on Sunday.  A soldier to the end, Jackson, apparently, was refighting old battles as he was dying.  Suddenly he exclaimed, “Order A. P. Hill to prepare for action!  Pass the infantry to the front!  Tell Major Hawks....”  For a while he was silent.  At 3:15 PM Jackson’s delirium cleared and in a normal voice he said, “Let us cross over the river and rest under the shade of the trees.”  


The first great battle of the War of the Ages was lost in a Garden (Eden).  The next great battle was fought (and won) in a Garden (Gethsemane).  The victory will be celebrated in a Garden (Heaven  — Rev. 22:1-2).  One day the call will come to each child of God.  “Let us cross over the river and rest under the shade of the trees.”  We will have all of eternity to celebrate the victories, but we only have a few days to win them.  Arise, Christian, and be off to the battle.

