Liturgy:
Reading: Ph. 2, 5 – 18
Text      : Ph. 2, 14 – 16a 

Ps.   65 : 1, 4
Ps    65 : 2
Ps.  119 : 40, 41(after the reading of God’s Word)
Ps.   72 : 1, 10 (in response to the sermon)

Ps.   57 : 3,4,5 (collection and closing song)

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

In the series of sermons on the ABC of faith, we have come to the letter S, to which I have allocated the active verb ‘to shine’, to shine like stars. Well, who would not like to be a star, to shine as a star?
I think there are many people, who would like it one day to shine as a star, be it as a star in a movie, or as a sports star or on any other stage in the world; to shine as a star, where the spotlight falls on you.

You will realize, beloved, these are not the kind of stars, of which the apostle Paul speaks in Ph. 2, 15.  Paul is speaking about the stars we see in the sky; stars to bring light to others, light amidst the darkness of the night. Stars as real light bearers, unlike many a movie star or a sports star.  Often they shine only in a movie, in which they star, or during a match, which they play. However, when the movie or the match is finished, they often fail to shine as stars, living their life as many others do, crooked and perverse. 
In the verses chosen as text for this morning’s sermon, beloved, we read the call to shine as stars always, to be true light bearers, in every area of life, wherever we go and in whatever we do. The question can be asked, how are we to do this, how can we always let this light shine so that it never will go out. The answer we read in vs. 16a, by holding fast the word of life. 

From a Scriptural point of view, life, i.e. the life, which we have through God in Christ – in Scripture life taken in this context and the word light are almost synonyms. Think for example of Psalm 27, 1, “…” I could refer also to Psalm 56, 13, “…”
We are called to shine like stars by holding fast the word of life. Beloved, when we indeed live our life close to the Word of God, it will shine as a light in the darkness, like a star that shines in the night to light up the darkness. When that star would leave its firm place in the firmament, it will no longer be able to give any light, so it will be with us as children of God, when we can no longer bothered to live our life according to God’s will. Then the light goes out.
To shine like stars – you could call this – as I read it somewhere – a mission statement for the church and her members.
 Continuing our series of sermons on the ABC faith, dealing with the letter S, this morning I may proclaim to you the gospel, summarized as follows,

GOD’S CHILDREN ARE CALLED TO SHINE AS STARS

TO BRING LIGHT TO THE WORLD
We will see that

1) this is God’s light

2) shining through us
I
At the time that the apostle Paul wrote his letter to the Philippians, beloved, it was about 10 years ago that this congregation was instituted as the first Christian church at the European continent. Throughout these ten years, a close relationship had grown between Paul and the church at Philippi. It was a congregation, which had given Paul much joy, much to be thankful for. You can feel this when reading this letter. It is a very intimate letter, in which the word ‘joy’ resounds like a theme, which comes back almost in every chapter of this letter.

Nevertheless, in this letter we also find the exhortation to remain steadfast in this joy. After all, in the congregation of Philippi not everything was perfect either. This too becomes clear when reading this letter. It is against this backdrop that we must also read vs. 12 of  Ch. 2, “…”

“As you have always obeyed…” With these words, the apostle brings to mind the past, and this as a motivation to remain obedient also at present as well as in the future. The point is, beloved, as time progresses initial enthusiasm in church life can easily wane. At times, you see this also among us. A new church is instituted, often comprising just a small number of people with great enthusiasm to make a new start. However, when numbers increase often the enthusiasm dwindles as well. Perhaps something similar had happened also in Philippi. Yes, the start, when Paul personally was there, had been great. However, says Paul, you should now also continue to live on that high level, continue to work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.
These words “work out your own salvation” are often misunderstood, since they seem to deny the Reformed doctrine of being saved by grace alone. After all, we can’t contribute one inch to our salvation, can we? Therefore, what does the apostle Paul mean when he writes, “work out your own salvation?”

When reading these words, beloved, we have to keep in mind that Paul writes this to believers, i.e. to people who through faith shared in Christ’s redeeming work already, and this by grace alone. Yet the fruit of this redemption should now also show up in their life. In others words, being redeemed in Christ they now also had to live accordingly.

“Work out your own salvation.” To understand these words, first we should know what salvation in Christ consists of. The salvation about which Paul writes here has three components: justification, sanctification, and glorification. To make this more practical this means, being justified in Christ, being declared not guilty, having received the forgiveness of sins – all this also has to be followed by living a life in thankfulness to God (sanctification) and this with the aim to come to the full glory of our salvation in Christ (life on the new earth: our glorification). 
Having received justification we are on our way to glorification. Whilst travelling that road towards the eternal glory, enthused by this we should also live accordingly by living a life sanctified to God. How are we to do this? Paul says – vs. 12 – by being obedient, i.e. by being obedient towards God, by following His direction in your life, by submitting to God, who works in us both to will and to do, vs. 13.
Summarizing I could phrase all this as follows, Paul is calling the Philippians – and since this letter has been included in Scripture these words call also us to live out the life God has implanted in our hearts, i.e. the life we have received in Christ, of which God is the Creator, having worked faith in our hearts. That’s why Paul also writes, “work out your own salvation with fear and trembling”. “With fear and trembling,” this means by standing in awe of God’s work in our life.
To make this more practical, it means we should never take our redemption in and through Christ for granted. Note that we have to read the verses 12 & 13 in close connection with the previous section, the verses 5 – 11. In this section, we read what Christ did for us to redeem us. He left the glory He had in heaven to make Himself one of us. He even let Himself be nailed on the cross for our sake, and this whilst we were totally underserving of such great a love. Yes thinking about this, it makes one indeed stand in awe, “Lord, all this for me a sinner!” Yes, then I will indeed make sure that I will never lose this salvation. Instead, in thankfulness for Christ’s love towards me a sinner, I will make a conscious effort to work out this salvation, i.e. to live from the riches of this salvation, with fear and trembling. Then by grace from above it becomes our one and only desire always to walk in the light of life.
Continuing the reading of Phil. 2, we learn that one of the ways in which to work out our salvation is by shining like stars that receive their light from God. In fact, it is God’s own light shining through these stars. This becomes clear from the connection with vs. 13, where it reads it is God, who works in us both to will and to do. This means we can only work out that what God has worked in us first. I think here also of what the apostle writes in Ch. 1, 6 of this same letter, “…” See there how God is working in us to will and to do for His good pleasure (which points to God’s sovereignty). Thinking of this, it will become a joy to work out our own salvation, a joy to cause the light to shine throughout our life, i.e. the light of the life we have in God through Jesus Christ.

A joy – hence vs. 14, “…” I could also translate, “without grumbling and arguing.” In thankfulness for our redemption in Christ, we should live joyfully. True faith will always radiate joy. True, at times God can cause us to number also very difficult days in life, which can make us struggle to radiate joy. Yet, that’s not the issue Paul is dealing with in Ch. 2.  Instead, in this chapter joy is set over against people, who always seem to be able in finding something to complaint about or to argue about. When the elders come on a home- visit, there seems to be little joy in faith, since – well, look at this or look at that; church members always full of criticism levelled either at the consistory or at fellow members in the congregation. Nothing seems to be good, always something to complain about. It often deprives them of the joy of faith. You can see it on their faces, surely no shining stars.
For a start, I like to note that such grumbling and criticism is sin. For ultimately this grumbling and criticism is directed at the church, the bride of Christ. However, beloved, should we not love the church, i.e. the church bought by Christ with His own precious blood. Think of what price Christ paid to make the church His own and this whilst there was nothing attractive in us, rather the opposite. In can assure you, beloved, true and sincere love for the church will cause us to become less critical, less complaining.
Secondly, where we start grumbling, always complaining, so easily the evil one can sow seeds of bitterness in our hearts, which if these seeds start to flourish,  in the end will take away every joy from our life, which also means we no longer shine as stars. After all, if we are bitter, how we can we attract others. If our own life is dark through bitterness, how will I ever be able to attract people to the light?
Does this mean that we must simply close our eyes when we see wrongs in the church, just letting it go, never saying anything? Surely not, but the point is how do we mention it. Do we utter criticism in love, also when we see wrongdoings?  Somewhere I read the point is not whether you should close your eyes, but whether we make sure that in the meantime we do not close off our heart for that fellow member or towards the church, letting bitterness grow. Do we still radiate the light as shining stars, even when there is need to point to wrongdoings?
I like to note, Br.& Sr., that in vs. 14 the word translated with complaining is the same word that in the Greek translation of the OT is mentioned to describe the opposition of the people of Israel against Moses, in Ex. 16, 7 – 9.  Also there, we read that these complaints are actually spoken against the LORD, and all this just after they had been redeemed from Egypt and were led on dry ground through the Red Sea, whilst Pharaoh and all his host had been drowned by that very same sea.

Well, that’s also the context of Ph. 2. Paul writes extensively about our redemption in and through Christ, verses 5 – 11. Christ gave Himself, whilst He had every reason to make complaints. Yet He humbled Himself even to death on the cross and all this without any complaint, whilst it was even His own people, the very people for whom He wanted to give His life, who called out, “Crucify Him, we want nothing to do with this man.” That’s how Christ showed true love, unconditional, self-denying, total. 
When we let this sink in, it will help us stop complaining about all kind of little things. Then we keep the bigger picture in mind, rejoicing in our redemption, radiating this also in our life as shining stars, and all this with the aim that this light may be seen in this dark world, the image of Christ in a world full of corruption and evil, in a world that has lost this image.

By God’s grace our life has been restored in that image, let us now also show this to others how great such a life is, by causing God’s light to shine throughout our life. This brings me to the second point of this morning’s sermon.

II
In vs. 15 Paul writes that instead of complaining and arguing, instead of letting bitterness grow in our hearts, we should live our lives blameless and harmless without fault in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation. The NIV translates the first words of this verse more correctly with ‘blameless and pure”. Blameless – this words points to our outward way of life so that people can’t blame us for doing things wrong. The word ‘pure’ points to our inner integrity. 
When reading these words, one may wonder who can live on this high level: blameless, pure 100%, without fault. Yet, beloved, only in this way, we can really cause God’s light to shine through our life. Only in this way, the church can be a real beacon, a shining star amidst of the darkness of this world.
When members of the congregation live in disharmony, criticising each other, always complaining about this and about that, when we radiate bitterness instead of joy, what attraction does such a church have in this world? When people in the world can say about us, on Sunday they go to church, but throughout the week you wouldn’t say that they are Christians, what kind of image does this give. It surely does not cause the light to shine as a beacon, when throughout the week we use the same language as the world, talk about the same subjects as if this crooked life is also what we rejoice in, and so on. Beloved, if for us faith it is only a matter of going through the motions, if it is only a matter of ticking the boxes to get the elders of our back, if it does not come from a pure heart fully dedicated to God, how can the light shine?  It surely will not shine as a bright star, lighting up the darkness so that others will see it not just once week when we go the church – as if that makes the difference – but throughout our whole life. See, that’s why the apostle Paul uses these terms: blameless, pure, children of God without fault in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation. 
Yes, it is of crucial importance how the church through its members, i.e. through the lifestyle of its members, shows the world what walking in the light of life means. People in the world should know that we indeed live by the antithesis between light and darkness and so learn to know where true light and life can be found.
In the OT Moses used the words ‘crooked and perverse generation’ for the people of Israel, having corrupted themselves by their constant murmuring against the LORD. The Lord Jesus used this same expression as a characterisation for the Jewish people in His day, who rejected Him as the promised Messiah. However here in Ph. 2, the apostle Paul uses this expression for the world we live in: crooked and perverse, i.e. a society no longer showing the image of God, but rather the opposite: the image of sinful man, being totally corrupt. In Romans 1, we read about this world, the world without God. The apostle Paul  writes there about this world as being unclean, where people live out their life in sexually immorality, dishonouring marriage, trampling God’s wholesome commandments under foot. The picture of this world, crooked and perverse, as we see it portrayed also in many in movie, in which the stars of this world shine, a world in which darkness rules and no longer anything is seen of the true light.
Horrible when you think about. It can make you sick in the stomach: same sex marriages, homosexuality and all this promoted as normal, nothing wrong with. What a world, what a society! 
And yet, beloved, in Ph. 2 Paul does not write this world off, even though all these things were there also in his day. For example, both Rome as well as Corinth were known for their immorality no less than the cities of today. Yet Paul did not say turn your back on this society, no hope left! Instead, he urges the Philippians and also us to fulfil the calling we have with respect to this world. This calling: as the stars light up the dark sky in the middle of the night, so God’s children are called to shine as stars in the midst of this dark world, radiating the true light. If you walk at night through areas like Northbridge, or elsewhere in centres like Leederville, or Murray Street at Saturday night, often you see everywhere the neon light lighting up, beaconing the people to the dens of sin, the dens of darkness: neon light but no true light. How poor all this is: the darkness of sin.
Well our text says we have a task here, a task to be a true beacon. As church, we have a world for the world, let us not hide it, but let it shine. Beloved, show those whom the Lord causes to cross your path, that you rejoice in being a child of God and also that you would like to share this. Tell those, whom you meet and who live in darkness, there is an escape from the misery and crookedness of this world. An escape – since once a cross was erected on Calvary, where Christ gave His life for those who believe in Him. In this context, I like to note that in John 3, 16 it reads, “God so loved the world that He have His only begotten Son that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life.” I also think of the next verse, John 3, 17, “…”
Well, beloved, here lies a task for the church to make this known to the world, not in the first place by knocking on people’s doors, but by being shining stars, stars recreated in the image of God, which are thus able to show what true life consist of. Hence, vs. 16, we shine as stars by holding fast the word of life. Beloved, when in everything we let our life be directed by the Word of God, the word of life, it will show up as a joyful life in the LORD; joy, of which hopefully others want to be part of. When they see us living this way, they may ask us questions, which gives us excellent opportunities to speak of the hope that lives in us. See there how in a very practical way we are called to cause the light to shine by holding fast the word of life.
There are many other opportunities as well. Let us make the most of them in shining as stars, shining as a beacon, holding fast the word of life. When praying that God may give a return to the Word also here in Australia, we should also make sure, beloved, that not because of our fault people did not hear about it. When the darkness of this present world is really hurting us, hurting because our heavenly Father is grieved by it, we will make sure that the light keeps shining, first of all throughout our personal life and by using the opportunities God gives us to speak of the word of life. Beloved, let them not slip through your fingers and worse don’t withdraw to your own comfort zone, but be out there to shine as a star, tomorrow on the job side, in the office, or just sitting next to a person on the train. Shine as a star, live out your faith and walk the talk.
Shine as stars by holding out the word of life, i.e. the word of which we read in Psalm 119, 105, that it is lamp to our feet and a light to our path.  From ourselves we have no light, hence let us hold on to the Word of God to receive guidance each day and let us offer that same guidance to others also, as a beacon. 
Amongst others, also in this way we are called to work out our salvation in a sin-darkened world. Day in day out we are to be like Christ, having the same mind in reaching out to those in darkness, without complaining, blameless and pure, shining as stars by holding fast the Word of life.

In the beginning of the sermon I said you could call this a mission statement for the church and her members and this not as an option just for those who like to support this statement and want to work with it, e.g. as members of an evangelism support committee or being part of the outreach church plant. No, here is a task for all of us: shine like a star! After all, beloved, if the church and her members do not shine like stars, do not live their faith by walking the talk, the glorified Christ in one of his letters to the seven churches in Asia Minor also says, the time might come that I will take the lampstand away from among you. If the church and her members no longer shine as stars by holding fast the word of life, what is actually left of the church? Then we might as well close shop, so to speak. Beloved, let it not be that as church of Christ here in Southern River we have failed to shine as stars in this dark world. Instead, let us out of thankfulness for the light in which by God’s grace we may walk, share this light also with others, by being truly shining stars, both collectively as well as  individually, and this to the glory of God and the spiritual well-being of everyone whom God causes to cross our path. As church, we have a word for the world, let us then truly be a beacon, shining stars not just on Sunday but every day of the week. This dark world needs this light. Let it not be our fault that they can’t see this light, but let us shine it brightly like stars lighting up the dark sky. Beloved, may the LORD help us all to be such stars, shining brightly!
Amen.
� A Dieleman, in a sermon on Ph. 2, 15 + 16a
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