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 The Character Issue 

   Philippians 1: 27-30   

  

The character issue is back. The character issue is whether a person’s personal moral 

behavior affects his or her capacity to function well professionally or politically. It certainly was 

in vogue during the years of Bill Clinton’s presidency and is a major topic of discussion today 

during the Trump administration. Here in Alabama it was a hot topic in Roy Moore’s senatorial 

race. For many people ideology and party will prevail over character every time. I personally am 

not in that group. I am one who believes that how a person is in private life does affect 

professional performance. It matters to me whether a person in a leadership position is a good 

role model for others to follow. To me it comes down to credibility and the ability to make good 

judgment calls. I need to feel that people with whom I do business or who hold public office can 

be trusted in all situations. 

There might be public debate over the issue of character in the world of politics, but I can 

assure you that in the church virtually all people believe that private and public character cannot 

be separated for Christians. As we all know, the church has suffered for centuries over the 

allegation that “there are too many hypocrites in the church.” And, as all of us also know, 

scandal in the private lives of church leaders seriously hurts the witness of the church and the 

Christian faith. 

We all know about the scandal in the Roman Catholic Church when priests who are 

pedophiles have molested children and their actions were covered up by the church’s hierarchy. 

To be sure, every religious group has leaders who are guilty of moral lapses, even in our church 

and other mainline denominations, though in most groups they have not been very frequent or 

widespread.  And, to my knowledge, such scandals have been immediately dealt with when 

discovered and the culprits have been summarily punished   
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Character and conduct have always been issues in the Christian faith and in the church. 

To be sure, Christianity is not first of all a way of life or an ethical system. It is first of all a 

relationship of love that God establishes with us through Jesus Christ. But, in response to the 

love of God that we experience in Jesus, and as Jesus’ followers, it is expected of us that we seek 

to emulate him in our daily lives. His teachings and other parts of the scriptures are the standards 

and guidelines for shaping our character and conduct according to his will and way. 

In our lesson for today from the letter to the Philippians we find the apostle Paul 

addressing the character and conduct issue. He recognizes that it is vitally important to the life 

and witness of the Christian faith and to the work and worship of the church that the Christians in 

Philippi live lives that are worthy of the Gospel of Christ, so he emphasizes that point with them. 

Listen again to his appeal: 

“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. For them this is   

  evidence of their destruction, but of your salvation. And this is God’s doing. For  

  he has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of  

  suffering for him as well---since you are having the same struggle that you saw I  

  had and now hear that I still have.” 

In the background here is the fact that Christianity was a new movement and the 

Philippian Christians were a minority group, so it was very important to Paul that Christians 

behave in a way that would bring credibility to the Christian faith. To make his point, he begins 

with basic conduct, “Live your life in a manner worthy of the Gospel of Christ.” 

One of the great Presbyterian preachers, the late Dr. William Elliot, once wrote: 

“Christianity is not merely a set of intellectual or theological ideas to be accepted. 

It is that, to be sure; but it is something much more than that. It is also a certain  

  kind of life to be lived in the ordinary relationships of one’s daily life. Christianity 

  is more than a philosophy to be discussed; it is an ethic to be applied. It is   
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  concerned not only with what people believe, but also how they behave--- with   

  attitudes they show and the words they speak. Our faith is not only something to  

  be revered in the sanctuary; it is something to be lived out and demonstrated at  

  home, in the office, on the street, at the country club.” 

As Christians and as members of the church, you and I represent Christ and the church 

wherever we are every day, and, though we are all sinners, I hope that we try to conduct 

ourselves in such a way that we bring credit to Christ and the church. Most ministers by far, 

represent Christ well in their conduct and most people simply accept that as a matter of course. 

Thank goodness the clergy scandals are infrequent enough that they make news. Most likely 

people who know that you are a Christian and a member of the church will not take particular 

notice if your conduct is exemplary, though some will, but believe me, if you do something 

illegal or immoral or if you use foul language or if you are abrasive in your personal 

relationships, they will surely notice it and that will be detrimental to the Christian Gospel. Most 

of you, I imagine, remember Edgar Guest’s famous poem about this, but a part of it bears 

repeating: 

“I’d rather see a sermon than hear one any day; 

“I’d rather one should walk with me than merely tell the way. 

The eye’s a better pupil and more willing than the ear, 

Fine counsel is confusing, but example’s always clear; 

And the best of the preachers are the men (people) who live their creeds, 

For to see good put in action is what everybody needs.” 

It makes a lot of difference to Christ and the church for Christians to be faithful and 

loving and kind in marriage and family relationships. 

It makes a lot of difference to Christ and the church for Christians to be competent and 

fair and honest in work responsibilities and relationships. 

It makes a lot of difference to Christ and the church for Christians to be generous in their 

support of church and community causes. 

It makes a lot of difference to Christ and the church for Christians to be faithful in 
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worship and prayer and Christian education. 

It makes a lot of difference to Christ and the church for Christians to live lifestyles of 

simplicity and good taste and moderation and in keeping with the standards of the Scriptures and 

the moral traditions of our faith. 

It makes a lot of difference to Christ and the church when Christians are warm, loving, 

and self-giving people. As Sheldon Vanauken says in his book, A Severe Mercy: 

“The best argument for Christianity is Christians...their joy, their certainty, their  

 completeness. But when the strongest argument against Christianity is also  

 Christians, when they are somber and joyless, when they are self-righteous and  

 smug, then Christianity dies a thousand deaths.” 

It helps me to control and to modify my behavior when I remember that I represent Christ 

and the church to the world around me. 

It is not always easy to maintain a standard of conduct and behavior that is worthy of the 

Gospel of Christ in a world that is increasingly secular and pagan. All of us face intense pressure 

to conform to the mores of the world around us. So did the Christians in Philippi, and Paul gave 

them some wise counsel that we would do well to hear too. He urged them to stand “firm in one 

spirit, striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel.” 

We all recognize that there is safety in numbers and that we do better when we have a 

community of support. The Church has always recognized that it is virtually impossible to go it 

alone as a Christian in the world. That is why twelve step groups and other support groups are so 

helpful and successful. If we stand firm together by meeting together regularly for worship and 

study and prayer and fellowship and mutual support, we are much more effective in maintaining 

character that is worthy of the Gospel. 

Indeed, it was Paul’s belief that if we keep our focus on Christ and the Church, we need 

not fear our enemies. God, he asserts, will give us the victory. But even if our way of life leads 

us to suffer for his sake, that, he contends, will be a privilege and not a tragedy. 

I find myself seriously challenged by this lesson and for what it is worth, I close by 

sharing with you my personal goal. When, hopefully years from now, I lie down to die, I want to 
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be able to say to myself and I want others to be able to say of me, not that I was successful, 

though that will be nice, but that I was faithful to my Savior Jesus Christ, to my wife and family, 

to the churches that I have served, to my friends, to the communities in which I have lived and to 

my country. To be counted worthy of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, to me, would be life’s highest 

honor. 

 

 


