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PART 5: THE GOSPEL IS A GROUP PROJECT

- SO STOP COMPLAINING AND BICKERING
By Ricky Stephen
Philippians 2:12-30

Group Projects

Most people groan when they hear they have a group
project coming, because getting along and working
together is one of the hardest things to do. But, it's also
one of the most important things to do.

Philippians 2:1-11 calls the church at Philippi to
remember the gospel is a group project. Philippians
2:12-30 gives practical steps for how to appropriately
engage in the mission God has given us successfully:

We are to quit complaining and bickering.

I. Work Together And Quit Your Complaining And
Bickering

The first imperative in Philippians 2 is:

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit.
Rather, in humility value others above yourselves...
-Philippians 2:3

After laying out the theological implications of a God
who ‘empties Himself' on our behalf, Paul commands
the Philippians:

¥ Do everything without grumbling or arguing
-Philippians 2:14

Later in the letter, Paul will remind two women who are
church leaders—Euodia and Syntyche—to be of one
mind.

It seems the Philippians were great at loving Jesus, but
not so great at loving each other.

What a weird problem to have.
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But the stakes, Paul says in v14-18, are very high. Gordon
Fee comments:

NOTES

“...evangelism is the bottom line, and internal bickering

among the people of God is thoroughly counter-

productive activity.” "

Being a Christian engaged on God’s mission is a group

project, and group projects fall apart when we complain

and bicker.

a. Complaining

Being commanded not to ‘complain’ does not mean we

should avoid expressing negative feelings. Complaint
and lament are not the same thing.

Complaining is the repetitive rehearsal of what is wrong
without movement toward trust, responsibility, or action.

The Israelites complained against Moses in the desert,

even after all the miracles which delivered them, after a
short time without food (Exodus. 16:2-3). From this we

see

e Complaining is short-sighted: it doesn’t see the good
in the past, only the discomfort now.

e Complaining is egotistical: only my individual wants

are in view in a complaint.

e Complaining is directed at someone: [ make my

problem someone else’s fault.

¢ Complaining goes nowhere: conversation doesn’t

turn to action, prayer, or taking responsibility.

In the Scriptures, we have many examples of lament—
between the Psalms and the laments of individual

characters. ?

PAGE 2



The Joy of Living the Jesus-Way

Philippians

Lament is the recognition of the brokenness of the world
and the healthy expression of our pain moving us towards
trust in God, responsibility and action.

NOTES

e Lament is about long suffering: I focus on persistent

injustice or pain in lament.

e Lament is communal: my suffering is examined as an

expression of the suffering which results from the
brokenness of the world and injustice.

e Lament is directed at God in prayer: we take our

pain and injustice to our heavenly Father first.

e Lament moves to action or trust: through calling on

God we wait for God’s action or ask how we can

make things better.

As an example, two people can dislike government

leadership. One turns to social media rants, bumper

stickers, and always brings it up in every conversation.
The other turns to prayer, vents their feelings with

trusted advisors, and moves the conversation towards

action.

Both see a problem. Both feel pain. One complains, one

laments.

b. Bickering

The second term Paul uses goes a little deeper than

surface-level disagreement. At times it can carry the
sense of twisted reasoning or inward cynicism—like

when the Pharisees see Jesus do a miracle and

immediately assume the worst (Luke 5:22). At other

times it simply refers to open arguing and bickering, like
the disciples debating who is the greatest (Luke 9:46-

47).

Put together, the picture is clear:

Bickering arises when we focus on negative data leading

us to assume the worst of others.

Bickering is not constructive argumentation meant to

move things forward. Bickering looks like grumpy
toddlers yelling at each other in a sandbox.
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And if there’s one thing that can quietly derail the
mission of the church today, it’s this. Many of us are
constantly formed by streams of online outrage,
controversy, and suspicion. Over time, that shapes how
we see everyone and everything.

Paul offers a different way.

Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is
noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is
lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or
praiseworthy—think about such things. - Philippians 4:8

Not passive optimism, but intentional attention. We are
called to make the balance of our inputs be what is
good.

What is forming your tone—goodness, or suspicion?
I1. Teach Us To Care And Not To Care

To help us quit bickering and arguing, Paul opens with a
paradoxical posture required for the faithful:

...continue to work out your salvation with fear and
trembling, " for it is God who works in you to will and to
act in order to fulfill his good purpose.

- Philippians 2:12a-13

As an unintentional commentary, T.S. Eliot once
paralleled with his own poetic fragment:

“Teach us to care and not to care
Teach us to sit still.” 3

a. Teach us to Care—Work Out Your Salvation with
Fear and Trembling

The first half of the phrase often unsettles readers. Paul
is not describing how we earn salvation, but how we live
it out. This is not about justification, but about ethics
and embodiment—what salvation looks like when it
takes shape in real life. As Gordon Fee puts it:

"...'salvation’ is not only something [we] receive, it is
something [we] do.” *
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We are saved by grace for good works, as Paul also says
in Ephesians 2:8-10, created in Christ Jesus to do the

NOTES

good works God has prepared.

But what does “fear and trembling” mean? Paul often

uses this language not to describe terror before God,

but a posture of deep humility and reverence expressed
in how we treat one another.® In 2 Corinthians 7:15 Paul

writes:

And his [that is Titus’] affection for you is all the greater

when he remembers that you were all obedient, receiving

him with fear and trembling.

We fear God in the sense that He is our ultimate

priority, and that reorders how we relate to people.

So where do we “work out” salvation? In community. In

the shared, sometimes difficult life of the church.

The most mature people of faith are not those

untouched by tension, but those who feel the weight of

love and responsibility for others. Real discipleship is
not serene detachment. It is often a holy unease born

from caring deeply about people.

So, maybe, the most common imperative in the Bible is

‘do not be afraid’ not because being a little anxious

sometimes is dumb. But because this faith thing can be a

little scary sometimes. And, the scariest part of it, is

often trying to love each other. It's being with messy
broken people and trying to speak the truth, but to do it

in love.

Lord, teach us to care, to get a little shake in our knees

and knot in our bellies when we need to speak the truth

in love. Teach us to work out our salvation with fear and

trembling.

b. Teach us Not to Care—God is at Work

Paul’s point is simple but freeing: we cannot live as if

every moment depends entirely on our ability to get

things right. The Christian life is not sustained by

anxious self-management, where every relationship
becomes a high-stakes test. We are not alone, and we

are not the engine of God’s purposes.
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Paul is echoing what he has already said earlier in
Philippians 2:1

NOTES

“...if there is any comfort from His love, and common

sharing in the Spirit...”

The word “sharing” (koinonia) is not casual fellowship
over coffee. But a fellowship like The Fellowship of the

Ring—a relationship born of a shared mission of

absolute important. The church is a community held

together not only by shared belief, but by shared
participation in the Spirit of God.

This matters because when salvation becomes a private
project—my effort, my responsibility, my success or

failure—everything becomes crushing. As Dietrich

Bonhoeffer reminds us:

“Christian brotherhood is not an ideal which we must

realize; it is rather a reality created by God in Christ in

which we must participate.” ®

Eugene Peterson puts it similarly:

“If we measure the world and the people in it [and yes,
even ourselves] according to our knowledge of it, we leave

out most of the data. The most significant data is the God-

data.””

Practically, this means learning to pause and ask:

What are you doing, God?

Rather than assuming everything depends on us fixing

people or outcomes, we learn to trust that God is

already working in ways we cannot see.

So we are released from carrying what we were never

meant to carry. We reject burdens that do not belong to

us and learn to take up the “light yoke” of Jesus instead.

God is not asking us to save the world alone, but to
participate in what He is already doing.

And if that is true, then even costly obedience and
shared suffering are not wasted. In fact, Paul can speak

of joy in sacrifice because the outcome does not rest on

human fragility, but on divine faithfulness (Philippians

2:16-18).
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II1. Who Are Your Examples?

NOTES

After everything Paul has said about humility, unity, and

working out salvation together, the next section almost
feels ordinary. He talks about sending Timothy, and

about Epaphroditus returning after being seriously ill. It

can sound like travel plans and logistics. But in Paul’s
hands, even this is deeply theological.

Because this is still the “group project.” Paul is
constantly moving people around like a coordinator of a

team, making sure the right people are in the right

places for the good of the church. Timothy is sent

because he is someone who genuinely cares for the
Philippians’ welfare—unlike others who “look out for

their own interests” (Philippians 2:20-21). He embodies

the very mindset Paul has been teaching: humility,

concern for others, and shared mission.

Epaphroditus is the same. Paul urges the church to

welcome him with joy and honour him because he
nearly died for the work of Christ (Philippians 2:29-30).

He is not just a messenger, but a living example of

costly, faithful service.

Who are your examples?

Because formation is always relational. If you are

surrounded only by cynicism, you will learn cynicism. If
you are shaped by people who embody Christlike love,

you will learn that instead.

Work out your salvation with fear and trembling. But
notice, you don’t have to do it alone.
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Discussion

Open Up

What's the worst group project you ever had—at work, school, or anywhere else?
Dig In

Re-read Philippians 2:12-18:
1.What stands out to you in the text?

Live it Out

1.What are the markers for you that you've moved into whining and complaining? How can you stop yourself?
2.How do you know the sharing of your negative feelings is healthy?

3.Imagine you were only known by what you watched, listened to, or read online. What kind of person would
you be if you were reduced just to what you consume?

4.What is the difference between constructive argumentation and bickering?

5.How do you remind yourself God is at work, in others and yourself? What's the effect of reminding yourself?

Prayer

Take time to pray for unity in the church, both our own and at large. Take time to let people talk about where they
struggle focusing on the good and pray for a renewed mind. Pray also for typical requests.

DISCUSSION
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