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FOR THE GOSPEL 
(Philippians 1:12-14 May 20, 2001) 

 
Pastor Li De Xian is called to serve Christ in China. The Voice of the Martyrs recently 
ran an article on this godly man. 
 
This very morning he will either be preparing to preach or he will be in jail. He has no 
church building. The authorities have forbidden him to preach. The persecution of the 
government means that he can no longer preach in the daytime. But that does not 
mean that he does not have a congregation. In fact he has a number of congregations. 
 
When news arrives that he will be teaching in a particular village, hundreds and often 
thousands of villagers come late at night and stand in the open fields to hear this 
evangelist.  
 
He usually has a meeting at midnight then moves on to another at 2:00 a.m. and 
another at 4:00 a.m.  
 
These late night meetings are ‘church’ for many Chinese. Many in the congregation 
have never seen the faces of their brothers in Christ. Many ride their bicycles fifty or 
more miles late at night simply to hear the word of God proclaimed. 
 
As Pastor Li preaches the gospel, he uses a small speaker and microphone. There is 
not a sound among the hundreds of men, women and children assembled. They are 
straining to catch every crumb of the bread of life that comes from his lips. Most have 
notebooks and pens recording the truths uttered. 
 
Those who respond to Pastor Li’s ministry then receive months of Scripture teaching 
from the more mature believers in their village. Then if their faith is genuine they are 
baptised en masse at the end of one of these late night meetings. It is common for 
such an event to consist of hundreds of baptisms conducted in rivers, wooden barrels, 
swimming pools or portable baptistries made of boards and plastic sheets. 
 
Voice of the Martyrs reports that Pastor Li had been arrested nine times in the previous 
three months. He has now been told that every time he preaches, he will be arrested 
and held for 15 days. 
 
The government is concerned because of the numbers coming to Christ. If they 
suspect that a service will be held in a village, it is not uncommon for them to block all 
the roads into that village.  
 
Wherever he goes, Pastor Li carries a black duffel bag with him. It contains an extra 
blanket toiletries and a change of clothes. It is his prison bag. Prison for the sake of 
Christ is simply a part of his life. He is always prepared. 
 
This man has spent much of his ministry in prison. He knows what to expect. His last 
imprisonment went like this: 
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His ankles were placed into steel cuffs and then cranked down by bolts on either 
side. Then a second set of steel cuffs was put on above his ankles near his 
shins. After this they then placed a large steel bar in between the cuffs that 
spread his legs wider than his shoulders. 
 
His hands were then shackled and cuffed to a ring in the centre of the bar 
between his feet. This left his back in a bowed position. He was left in this 
position for three days with no relief. After three days they finally released his 
hands, but only to force Pastor Li into prison labour: assembling Christmas 
lights that were going to America! 
 
Li needs glasses to read and he could not see very well what he was to 
assemble. Despite not being given his glasses, he was given a quota of 4000-
5000 lights per day. If he did not meet this quota he was whipped. He had to 
start every day at 6 a.m. and work until 11 p.m. – 17 hours of labour. 

 
Prison is not a pleasant experience. It is torture. He has been beaten badly. He has 
vomited blood. 
 
Each time he is imprisoned, Li is forbidden any visitors. Nor is he allowed to leave his 
cell to work with other prisoners, because in previous imprisonments he has preached 
to them and a number have come to the Lord. Even contact with guards is limited 
because he has shared Christ with them relentlessly. Everyone knows Li. Everyone 
has heard the gospel. So now he sleeps and works alone. 
 
Pastor Li knows that each time he enters prison, his life is in the balance. Soon, the 
authorities will tire of just locking him up for 15 days and threatening him. One arrest, 
he will simply disappear into the Chinese laogai – the gulags of China’s prison system. 
 
He knows this, but when the police came to arrest Pastor Li at a recent service, he 
leaned into the microphone and stated loudly: “I will preach until I die!” 
 
And incredibly, the persecution, the imprisonments, the beatings have been an aid to 
Christ. His churches have seen his imprisonments, his beatings, and his joyous faith. 
And they have been inspired to share Christ. The unsaved have seen this and know 
that the gospel must be true for how else can you explain his faith and his joy. 
 
Indeed prison has become his pulpit and a testimony to the power of Christ to all. 
 
Pastor Li is living proof of the truth of the words of Christ. In Luke 21:12-13, Jesus said 
this: 
 

They will lay their hands on you and will persecute you, delivering you to the 
synagogues and prisons, bringing you before kings and governors for My 
name’s sake. It will lead to an opportunity for your testimony. 

 
You will be imprisoned for My name’s sake – but it will lead to an opportunity for you 
to testify of Christ. Persecution is merely one avenue of spreading the gospel. 
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How true these words are. Again and again, Christians have been persecuted from 
the time of Christ until this very day. But persecution has refined the church and spread 
the truth. 
 
The Waldensians pictured the history of the church as an anvil with many worn-out 
hammers lying all around it. Beneath this scene are the words: One Anvil -- Many 
Hammers. 
 
The hammers of Satan and the world have battered the anvil of Christ yet the anvil of 
Christ is unmoved. 
 
The Christians were bitterly persecuted in the first centuries. But instead of being 
destroyed they flourished. In fact the persecutions failed so miserably that in AD 313, 
the Emperor Constantine declared Christianity to be the official religion of the Roman 
Empire. 
 
But when his nephew came to the throne in AD 361, Julian committed himself to 
restoring Rome to its pagan roots. For this effort, he is known throughout history as 
Julian the Apostate. 
 
But despite all of his efforts, Christianity became even more entrenched as the religion 
of the Empire. Thus his despairing final words, Vicisti Galilaee – “You have conquered, 
Galilean.” 
 
We need only look at the persecution of the church in England under Mary and 
Charles. Men like Bunyan and Baxter spent years in prison. But this only served to 
advance the cause of Christ. 
 
As we sit here on a Sunny Sunday morning – we are free to worship Christ. We fully 
expected to come here unmolested, to worship as we choose and to leave freely. 
 
I am sure that your plans for this afternoon do not include being cast into prison for the 
name of Christ. That thought would never have entered your mind. You do not carry a 
duffel bag with prison clothes in it ready for when your arrest comes. 
 
But what if God determined that Australia needed a little persecution. What if the 
prayer chain ran hot this afternoon with the news that Dave and I were arrested in our 
homes because we preach a doctrine that is now deemed to be disturbing to the 
peace. 
 
How would you feel? Concerned – for Dave and me? Frightened – in case you are 
next? Confused – how could God allow this to happen? Worried – about the church 
and the gospel in this country? 
 
This might give us a small taste of what it would have been like to be a Christian in 
Philippi. 
 
For thirteen years this church had loved the Apostle Paul. They had sent gifts and 
encouragement to him again and again. But repeatedly they had received news that 
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Paul was in prison. Imprisoned in Rome, in Ephesus, in Caesarea, in Jerusalem – 
wherever Paul went persecution and imprisonment followed. 
 
But this time was a little different. Paul had determined to go to Jerusalem to minister 
there with the saints. He was under no illusions what would happen. In Acts 20:22-23, 
Paul had declared: 
 

And now, behold, bound in spirit, I am on my way to Jerusalem, not knowing 
what will happen to me there, except that the Holy Spirit solemnly testifies to 
me in every city, saying that bonds and afflictions await me. 

 
In Acts 21:10-13 we are told that while Paul was in Caesarea: 
 

A prophet named Agabus came down from Judea. … He took Paul’s belt and 
bound his own feet and hands, and said, “This is what the Holy Spirit says: ‘In 
this way the Jews at Jerusalem will bind the man who owns this belt and deliver 
him into the hands of the Gentiles.’ ” When we had heard this, [Paul’s 
companions] as well as the local residents began begging him not to go up to 
Jerusalem. Then Paul answered, “What are you doing, weeping and breaking 
my heart? For I am ready not only to be bound, but even to die at Jerusalem 
for the name of the Lord Jesus.”  

 
Paul knew and he was ready. And sure enough Paul was arrested and placed in 
prison. Paul was then examined by Felix and Festus. But, as a Roman citizen, Paul 
exercised his right to appeal to Caesar. And Festus had no choice but to send him to 
Rome. And there he was detained for more than two years waiting for his appeal to 
Caesar. 
 
Paul had been in prison many times before. But this time things were different. As a 
citizen of Rome, it is highly unlikely that any of the provincial authorities would have 
taken his life. But now he was waiting an audience with Caesar. It might well cost him 
his life. It might well precipitate a wave of greater persecution. 
 
It is during this time that Paul wrote to the Philippians.  
 
You can imagine the thoughts in the church. What will happen to Paul? Is he alright in 
prison? Why did God allow this? Think of the ministry that Paul could have had in 
those two years – the souls saved, the churches encouraged, the gospel proclaimed. 
Why did God allow this? 
 
And more than that. The church at Philippi was under attack. Some were already in 
prison in that city for their faith. What was going on? 
 
Had the Lord stopped paying attention? Is He no longer concerned about His faithful 
saints? 
 
And then, this letter arrives. Look at Philippians 1:12: 
 

Now I want you to know, brethren, that my circumstances have turned out for 
the greater progress of the gospel. 
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Now I want you to know, brethren, that my circumstances have turned out for the 
greater progress of the gospel. 
 
I have often wondered what type of letter I would write to you if I were imprisoned for 
my faith. It might go like this: 
 

Dear brethren, 
 
PRAY HARDER! I’m still in prison. It is horrible here. I am locked up with rapists 
and drug dealers. 
 
PRAY HARDER! It could be you in here. I am innocent apart from preaching 
Christ. 
 
PRAY HARDER! I can feel my faith in God wavering. He doesn’t seem to care. 
 
PRAY HARDER! I still have so much work to do for Christ. 
 
PRAY HARDER! And if that doesn’t work – lobby the government, protest on 
the steps, call Amnesty International. 
 
Your loving pastor in chains, 
 
Craig. 

 
Not Paul! To this church that is obviously deeply concerned, he basically says this: 
 

Hey guys. Don’t worry, be happy. Isn’t God awesome? He is doing something 
here that I never dreamed of. Get this – God put me here in chains to increase 
my usefulness for the gospel. Isn’t the Lord amazing? I thought that being free 
to preach would be the best way. But, God knows better. Get this – me being 
in prison is actually a great boost to the kingdom. So join with me in rejoicing 
for my chains. God is in control. 

 
Paul is so gospel minded, so kingdom minded that he is actually pleased to be in 
prison because it will advance the cause of Christ. 
 
When Paul was first imprisoned in Philippi, even then it was not a time of despair. 
Despite a beating and being put in stocks – midnight found Paul and Silas praying and 
singing hymns of praise of God – and the other prisoners were listening. 
 
How strong is your faith in the sovereignty of God? How much do you believe that God 
works all things for good to those who love Him? Is your faith strong enough to see 
imprisonment as God giving you a platform to spread the gospel? Or would it rock your 
faith that you had to suffer for Christ? 
 
Paul then gives two reasons that his imprisonment has been for the greater progress 
of the gospel. 
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First, because of the tremendous testimony within the walls of the prison. Verse 13. 
 
And then second because of the tremendous testimony outside the walls of the prison. 
Verse 14. 
 
Look at verse 13. The tremendous testimony within the walls of the prison: 
 

My imprisonment in the cause of Christ has become well known throughout the 
whole praetorian guard and to everyone else. 

 
Unfortunately most translations don’t convey Paul’s whole meaning well. I would 
translate this verse like this: 
 

I am in prison because I am in Christ and this truth has become well known 
throughout the whole praetorian guard and to everyone else. 

 
Paul makes it clear that he is in that prison not because he is a rapist or a murderer. 
He is there for one reason alone – because he loves Christ and he is in Christ. 
 
Paul was in Rome, under the personal supervision of the praetorian guard. This was 
the guard of Caesar’s household. 
 
The custom with prisoners like Paul was for one or usually two guards to supervise 
Paul around the clock on a four-hour shift. 
 
We know from Acts 28 that Paul was in prison for at least two years and likely longer. 
Those guards had to be there. That was their job. 
 
And if I know Paul, he didn’t spend his time playing knuckles with them. He spent his 
time and energy sharing and praying for them. 
 

Brutus, come on in. Good to see you again. Hey, have you thought any more 
about Christ? If not, why not? OK let me start again from the beginning – we 
have four hours do we not? You have to know that Christ died for your sins. 
You have to know this great news. 

 
I would imagine every other prisoner barely spoke to a guard or if he did, it was to 
express his innocence or look for special favours. Paul preached Christ and him 
crucified. So much so that the truth that Paul was a prisoner because he was in Christ 
became well known throughout the whole praetorian guard and to everyone else. 
 
Let me put this in perspective. The full praetorian guard in Rome consisted of 9,000 
men. This verse is not saying that all 9,000 men had to rotate through the task of 
guarding Paul. What it means is that stories, rumours, testimony of Paul and the Christ 
he preached would have circulated throughout the whole guard. 
 
Some would have been negative. 
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Oh man! I hope you never have to guard that crazy old Jew from Tarsus. Talk, 
talk, talk about how we all need to worship this dead carpenter from Palestine. 
Four hours at a time without drawing breath. Take your earplugs. 

 
Others would have had a different view. 
 

Wow! You need to get the job of guarding Paul from Tarsus. He is a follower of 
the Christ – the Saviour of all men. Here is what he is talking about. 

 
Why is it that some men listened to a prisoner talking about a crucified Palestinian 
carpenter? Because only Christ explains how a man can suffer and yet rejoice at his 
chains. Paul could have left prison by renouncing Christ. He didn’t. Paul suffered and 
he did it with joy. His life was testimony of the power of Christ. 
 
J. Oswald Sanders tells this story about an indigenous missionary who walked 
barefoot from village to village preaching the gospel in India. 
 
After a long day of many miles and much discouragement he came to a certain village 
and tried to speak the gospel but was spurned. So he went to the edge of the village 
dejected and lay down under a tree and slept from exhaustion. 
 
When he awoke, the whole town was gathered to hear him. The head man of the 
village explained that they had come to look him over while he was sleeping. When 
they saw his blistered feet, they concluded that he must be a holy man, and that they 
had been evil to reject him. They were sorry and wanted to hear the message he was 
willing to suffer so much to bring them.1 
 
In the same way, the life of Paul was a witness to those men. 
 
And it was not just the praetorian guard – it was everyone else. All who were involved 
in the prison, the legal system and those inside the household of Caesar. 
 
Can you imagine the wonder of this? Men in the praetorian guard would be incredibly 
hard to reach with the gospel. Insiders in the royal household – how do you reach 
them? 
 
And then God puts Paul right in the middle of them – for years. God knew just what he 
was doing. God used Paul to spread the gospel in the heart of the empire. 
 
At the end of this letter, in Philippians 4:22, we have this incredible aside. Paul says: 
 

All the saints greet you, especially those of Caesar’s household. 
 
God knew exactly what He was doing. 
 
But there was also a second reason that Paul’s imprisonment has been for the greater 
progress of the gospel. Because of the tremendous testimony outside the walls of the 
prison. Verse 14: 

                                                
1 Cited in John Piper, Let the Nations Be Glad, (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1993), pp. 94-95. 
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Most of the brethren, trusting in the Lord because of my imprisonment, have far 
more courage to speak the word of God without fear. 

 
Paul is in prison because he proclaimed the gospel. He may lose his life for the gospel. 
Rome persecuted Paul because they wanted other Christians to take note of what 
happens if you speak up about Christ. They wanted Paul’s punishment to silence the 
gospel. 
 
But instead it had exactly the opposite effect. Their punishment actually spread the 
gospel. 
 
When I was younger. My brother and I decided to cook some chips. We put the chip 
pan on the stove and went to play. We forgot it until we smelled smoke. The kitchen 
was on fire. 
 
My brother grabbed the pan and took it outside while it was still burning. 
 
We decided to put the hose on it to put it out – bad idea. It was like pouring petrol on 
the fire. 
 
So too, persecution aids the spread of the gospel. This has been true throughout 
church history. At the end of the second century, after many years of fierce 
persecution, the early church leader, Tertullian, could declare: 
 

The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church. 
 
He later wrote: 
 

This sect [Christians] will never perish or be exterminated; which, rest assured, 
when they seem to be cut down are built up. For everyone, seeing their great 
patience, when they are beaten and goaded, is incited to inquire into the cause 
of this; and when he has come to the knowledge of the truth, he instantly 
follows. 

 
Tertullian is right. What happens is this. Men and women look at those persecuted for 
their faith. And they look to see if the gospel will be found true in their lives. And when 
they see men and women stand firm despite suffering. Men and women who know 
that death is merely entrance to glory. Men and women who rejoice to endure for the 
name of Christ. 
 
Then they know the gospel is true. And those who have wavered in their faith find their 
voice and their hope and their backbone. 
 
Persecution has never extinguished the flame of the church – it has only fanned it. The 
church is strongest this very day in those lands where the oppression is greatest. 
 
There are days when I truly wish that real persecution would break out in this land 
because it would fan the flames of passion for Christ in a way that nothing else can. 
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Consider Nicholas Ridley, Bishop of London and Hugh Latimer Bishop of Worcester. 
These men were burned at the stake in Oxford. Their crime was to reject the Romish 
doctrine concerning the mass.  
 
Their death warrant outlined three charges against them.  
 

1. That they rejected the notion that the bread and wine became the physical body 
of Christ.  

 
2. That they maintained that the sacrament remained bread and wine.  

 
3. That they rejected the concept that the mass was a resacrifice for the living and 

the dead.  
 
For this they were imprisoned and pressed to recant of their faith in Christ and return 
to the fold of Rome.  
 
They did not. The date for their execution was set at the sixteenth of October, 1555. 
They invited friends to come and witness their ‘marriage,’ for they were about to go to 
the marriage supper of the lamb.  
 
As he was tied to the stake, Ridley cried out:  
 

Oh heavenly Father, I give unto Thee most hearty thanks that Thou hast called 
me to be a professor of Thee, even unto death. I beseech Thee Lord God, have 
mercy on this realm of England, and deliver it from all her enemies.  

 
As the faggots were being lighted, Latimer spoke:  
 

Be of good comfort Mr. Ridley, and play the man! We shall this day light such 
a candle, by God’s grace, in England, as I trust shall never be put out.  

 
Their suffering and their testimony did indeed ignite a fire in England that encouraged 
many to stand firm in the faith. The faith of the great men of sixteenth century England 
led to a golden age for the church. 
 
What is more, the faith of the saints in times of trial can have amazing effects. 
 
Richard Wurmbrand tells this story. 
 
There is a province in Romania called Besarabia, which the Soviet Union annexed 
during the communist regime. Some time after the invasion, the Soviet army entered 
a village in that province and ordered every Christian, some 200 of them, into a field. 
There they were forced to dig their own graves. They told they were to be shot for 
being Christians. 
 
When they were finished, the captain who led the execution declared, “Whoever 
renounces Christ may leave and return to their homes. Whoever does not will be shot.” 
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Many refused to recant and remained on the side of Christ. Others renounced their 
faith to save their lives. 
 
As those who recanted left for their homes, a man who had been expelled from the 
church for gross sins came running from the village shouting, “Shoot me, too! Shoot 
me, too! I am a bad Christian, but a bad Christian is also a Christian. A bad Christian 
also has the right to die for Christ.” 
 
This man had committed sins. This man had failed Christ in his life. But seeing the 
faith of others he realised that his allegiance lay with Christ even if it must cost him his 
life. Persecution separates the wheat from the tares. 
 
God wanted Paul in prison. To reach those inside. To encourage those outside. And 
with the light of history we know another reason for the imprisonments of Paul. It was 
during his imprisonment that he wrote his prison epistles including Philippians. Letters 
that have been a light and encouragement to the saints of every age. 
 
But in light of these verses, I have a couple of questions for us. 
 
When you hear about the persecuted church – what goes through your mind? 
 
Is it a sigh of thanks that you don’t suffer in that same way? If so, then you don’t 
understand the working of Christ in this world. 
 
When you hear of the persecuted church – yes pray for them. Yes support them. But 
also see the hand of God at work. The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church. 
When the church is persecuted – God is at work. The gospel is proclaimed within the 
prison and the system and the believers outside are strengthened in their faith. The 
church is purified. The power of Christ is manifested. And the gates of hell are rocked. 
 
The suffering and imprisonment of the saints is the gracious working of the Lord. Those 
saints feel sorry for us. We don’t know the power of Christ and the fellowship of His 
sufferings. We are so content with the world we don’t know the joy of Christ alone. 
 
Another question.  In Philippians 1:29, Paul wrote: 
 

For to you it has been granted for Christ’s sake, not only to believe in Him, but 
also to suffer for His sake. 

 
Later in 2 Timothy 3:12 he would declare: 
 

Indeed, all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted. 
 
Persecution for the sake of Christ is something we should expect. The world hates us. 
It hates our Christ. It hates our gospel. It hates out testimony. It hates the way we live. 
 
What if the persecution in this country became sanctioned by the authorities and we 
began to suffer as so many have? What if you were imprisoned for your faith? 
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How would you do? Would your faith be a testimony to those inside the gates and an 
inspiration to those outside? Would you see the gracious hand of God in your 
suffering? 
 
Would you be glad to suffer for Christ? To give up your comforts and pleasures for the 
furtherance of the kingdom? 
 
Would you choose to see your imprisonment not just as God’s will but as an 
opportunity to spread the gospel? 
 
Or would you be found wanting? Questioning God? Despairing rather than rejoicing? 
 
The truth is that unless Christ is our all. Unless Christ is our life NOW. Unless we are 
living for eternity. Unless we are prepared. 
 
Then prison would rock us and perhaps crush us. 
 
Richard Wurmbrand endured fourteen years of torture in his homeland of Romania 
between 1948 and 1964. He had led a secret underground ministry when the 
Communists seized Romania and tried to control the church for their purposes. 
Wurmbrand wrote this about the necessity to prepare for suffering before it comes: 
 

What shall we do about these tortures? Will we be able to bear them? If I do 
not bear them I put in prison another fifty or sixty men whom I know, because 
that is what the Communists wish from me, to betray those around me. And 
here comes the great need for the role of preparation for suffering which must 
start now. It is too difficult to prepare yourself for it when the Communists have 
put you in prison ... 
 
I remember my last confirmation class before I left Romania. I took a group of 
ten to fifteen boys and girls on a Sunday morning, not to a church, but to the 
zoo. Before the cage of lions I told them, “Your forefathers in faith were thrown 
before such wild beasts for their faith. Know that you will also have to suffer. 
You will not be thrown before lions, but you will have to do with men who would 
be much worse than lions. Decide here and now if you wish to pledge allegiance 
to Christ.” They had tears in their eyes when they said, “Yes.” 
 
We have to make the preparation now, before we are imprisoned. In prison you 
lose everything. You are undressed and given a prisoner’s suit. No more nice 
furniture, nice carpets or nice curtains. You do not have a wife anymore and 
you do not have your children. You do not have your library and you never see 
a flower. Nothing of what makes life pleasant remains. Nobody resists who has 
not renounced the pleasures of this life beforehand.2 

 
Are you ready? Are you prepared? 
 

                                                
2 Cited in John Piper, Let the Nations Be Glad, (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1993), pp. 79-80. 
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Unless your heart is Christ’s and your treasure in glory and your hope in heaven – 
then you won’t be prepared. In fact you won’t even understand how Paul could rejoice 
in prison and see the hand of God in his imprisonment. 
 
Start today. Find the joy Paul found in being sold out for Christ. 
 
God wants us to have the best. And the best is this – To live is Christ, To die is gain. 
For in prison or free – rich or poor – sick or healthy – we have Christ – and that is gain. 


