
 
  
  
 Many of you will remember the scene from the Harry Potter books and movies 
when the young wizards in training first come to Hogwarts, they are placed into different 
houses – there are four of them; the Slytherin, Ravenclaw, Hufflepuff, and Gryffindor. 
Each student would come forward, and a sorting hat would be placed on his or her head. 
After some time, the hat would speak the name of the house to which the first year 
student is assigned. Even though it is couched in the magic and mythology of the story, it 
captures something of the power of belonging. From the moment the student is named, he 
or she becomes identified with a history, a people, a set of traditions, and a trajectory. 
This is now part of his or her identity. 
 
 We see it played out in colleges and universities with pledging to fraternities and 
sororities. We see it in the ways we identify with particular sports teams – I’m sure some 
Sundays many of you are wearing your Titans gear underneath your Sunday clothes and 
are changing identities as you walk through the parking lot. We identify with our 
hometowns. I love listening to folks who have been part of Franklin all their lives talk 
about this place, and realize it has a history beyond the rapid growth of the last thirty-five 
years. 
 
 We have an identity that is made up of all these things and more. And even though 
we weren’t sorted by a sorting hat, we were sorted in other ways – by the places we were 
born, the early influences in our lives, the culture we are surrounded by, and the choices 
we make. This is what makes the Apostle Paul’s story so compelling. His identity was so 
wrapped up in being a Pharisee and preserving a certain interpretation of Jewish law that 
he openly persecuted the young church, at one point according to Luke Paul stood by and 
watched as a mob stoned Stephen, their coats lying at Paul’s feet. Something happened to 
Paul on the road to Damascus. His encounter with the risen Christ transformed his 
identity, and as he submitted to the waters of baptism, all the structures of his previous 
identity were taken up into one affirmation of faith – “For me to live is Christ.” 
 
 It is an odd phrase in the Greek, and the first time you hear it read in English, you 
want to add something. “For me to live is to serve Christ.” “For me to live is to walk with 
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Christ.” “For me to live is to worship Christ.” But that is not what Paul says here. He will 
say all those things in other places. But here, he simply asserts, “For me to live is Christ.” 
His identity is so aligned with Christ that he sees Christ as living through him, he sees 
himself as living Christ in the world. It is a spiritual reality he describes. He no longer 
belongs to himself – he belongs to the God who has come in Jesus Christ. 
 

Martin Luther, the 16th century reformer of the church, when faced with difficult 
moments, was said to trace the sign of the cross on his forehead and say to himself, “I am 
baptized.” This is my identity, he was saying. For me to live is Christ, he could have said.  
 
 And Luther had ample opportunity to trace that reminder, as his life after his public 
break from the church was filled with threats of death. He often quoted Paul’s words 
from another place which were most often said at baptisms and funerals – “If we live, we 
live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord. So then, whether we live or whether 
we die, we are the Lord’s.” 
 
 Paul’s words here are spoken amid real threat. Philippi was known as “Little 
Rome,” and the Roman Empire took a great interest in the people who lived there. We 
know that the church at Philippi was under significant threat. And yet in the midst of this 
threatening reality, Paul calls on them to rejoice. He writes to them from prison. He 
clearly faces death. In these very sincere and intimate words, Paul reflects on the fact that 
his captors can do nothing to him. In fact, if he dies, he will be with Christ. And if he 
lives – to live is Christ. Either way, the object of his faith, the one who encountered him 
on the road to Damascus and gave his life meaning, will be glorified. Paul’s identity in 
Christ is not compromised whether he lives or whether he dies. 
 
 He invites the persecuted and threatened Philippians to follow his example. Be 
about the joyful ministry to which Christ has called you. Give yourselves away in service. 
Whether you live or die, live or die in Christ, and your life will have meaning beyond 
whatever temporary meaning you might derive from the various other ways you identify 
yourselves. 
 
 It is certainly true that choosing to live one’s identity as a baptized child of God 
will not free you from trouble. In fact, it may bring more trouble your way. Paul is in 
prison because of this faith in Christ, and Paul may die in prison because of his faith. 
Good Christian folks through the ages, including now, have often lived on the razor’s 
edge between life and death. Even now, people of faith live in war-torn countries like 
Iraq and Syria. Even now, people of faith live surrounded by the reality of the 
coronavirus. Even now, people of faith in this country are not immune to unemployment 
or cancer. Even now, even here, people of faith can and do realize afresh the truth of 



Paul’s words that the question is not whether we live or whether we die. The question is 
to whom do we belong? “For me,” he says, “to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” Not 
because he has a death wish. Not because he does not value this life. No, because in 
Christ, life and death are transformed. Neither one can take away our identity. To live is 
Christ. 
 
 Two realities dominate in this letter from Paul. The first is prison, which signifies 
suffering and threat and death. And the second is Christ. And the faith Paul professes, the 
faith in which we also stand, the faith that unites us – one Lord, one faith, one baptism – 
the faith that sends us all out into a world that has its fair share of suffering and threat and 
death not with cynicism and despair, but with hope, is that we are in Christ. To live is 
Christ…to die is gain, because whether we live or whether we die, we belong to Christ. 
 
 There is a freedom that comes with this faith, a freedom to love, freedom to serve, 
freedom to speak the truth, freedom to stand alongside the most vulnerable among us in 
solidarity, freedom to live while we yet live.  
 
 This is good news for the church, good news for the world – we belong, body and 
soul, in life and in death – not to ourselves, but to Jesus Christ. Therefore, let us live…to 
God’s glory alone. Amen. 


