Philippians overview 4. Philippians 2:12 – 18

It seems to be a universally shared human experience that when we take the time to look up at the stars in an unobstructed night sky, it fills our hearts, minds, and souls with a sense of awe and wonder. How many times have you heard someone say something like this, “When I stare up at all of those billions of stars in the night sky I can’t help but think that there must be someone out there who is far greater than us.”? It must have been this experience that the Psalmist David had in mind when he wrote, 

‘The heavens declare the glory of God, the skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display [his] knowledge.’ (Psalm 19: 1 – 2)

But to get the full effect of this stellar meditation, one usually needs to wait for a clear night sky, and then get as far away from the city as possible. Why? First of all, although they are almost infinitely more small and dull than the stars in the universe, the neon globes of the city can actually cast a blanket of artificial light that hides these stars from our sight. Secondly, these multi-coloured neon lights are designed to grab and focus our attention on the things that the world wants us to see; and these things can keep us from looking up into the heavens in the first place. In other words, it’s not the dark night sky that keeps us from hearing the nightly speeches of the heavenly stars, but the artificial lights of our world. 

Although Paul lived many centuries before the invention of electric lights, it was this contrast between the children of God (the stars in the heavens) and our depraved world (e.g. the artificial lights of the city) that he had in mind when he wrote his instruction to, ‘shine like stars in the universe’ in this ‘crooked and depraved generation’ (2:15). Just like ‘the heavens’ in David’s Psalm, the Holy Spirit instruct us through Paul to pour fourth our speech as we ‘hold out the word of life’ ((2:16). So how can we shine brighter for God?

Paul answers this question for us at the beginning of this passage when he urges us to ‘work out our faith with fear and trembling’ (2:12) The idea of coming before God with fear and trembling is not meant to conjure up the idea of a God who is mean, judgemental, and scary. The book of Proverbs reminds us that ‘the fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge’ (Proverbs 1:7) It is no coincidence that in Psalm 19, David spoke about the heavens displaying God’s knowledge and that the writer of this Proverb (David’s son Solomon) said that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge. In other words, that overwhelming feeling of holy awe (i.e. fear) that we experience as we gaze into a brilliant star-filled sky is the same type of feeling that Paul is speaking about when he tells us to work out our faith with a holy fear and reverence for God. If gazing up at all of those billions of stars, that are many times the size of our earth, can make us feel weak and small in their presence, then how much more should we come before our God in humility and weakness, as we acknowledge his greatness – for he holds the whole universe in the palm of his hand! 

One of the foundational truths of a healthy Christian faith is that ‘just as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are God’s thoughts above our thoughts, and God’s ways above our ways’ (Isaiah 55:9). Therefore, it is our holy reverence for God that will keep us from being overcome by the foolish pride and the vain pursuits that have mesmerised the world. Furthermore, what an amazing truth it is that this all-powerful God that put all those billions of stars in their place is the same God that is ready, ‘to work in you, to will and to act according to his good purpose’ (2:13) And what is this amazing purpose? Please meditate again upon the opening lines of Psalm 19; but replace the words ‘heavens’ and ‘skies’ with the word ‘you’. Then consider how the Psalmist and Paul are really banding together to proclaim to us the incredible mission that God has ordained for his Church: to proclaim the kingdom of God to all the earth! 

‘The heavens (you) declare the glory of God; the skies (you) proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they (you) pour forth speech; night after night they (you) display knowledge. There is no speech or language where their (your) voice is not heard. Their (your) voice goes out into all the earth, their (your) words to the ends of the world.

May it be our mission to shine like the stars in the heavens, in this sinful and depraved generation, so that people everywhere may see our good deeds, and come to know and praise our Heavenly Father. 
