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Godly, loving friendships are more valuable than nearly anything else in this life. So, how’s your friend situation? Do 

you have godly friends? 

  In 1967, Stu Webber was in the U.S. Army Ranger School. It was brutal training for brutal times. The war with 

Vietnam was the backdrop for these young men trying to survive the heat, humidity, and the rigors of the camp.  

  Now a pastor and author, Stu Webber (picture) writes of the day the raspy voice of the drill sergeant barked out his 

first, passionate speech. “We are here to save your lives,” he told the young men headed for combat.  

  “First, we're going to see to it that you overcome all your natural fears…And second, we are going to show you just 

how much incredible stress the human mind and body can endure. And when we’re finished with you, you will be the 

U.S. Army's best! America's best. You will be confident. You will survive, even in combat. And you will accomplish 

your mission!” 

  But before he dismissed the formation, the sergeant gave Webber and his fellow recruits their first assignment. These 

guys were ready for anything. They’d mentally prepared for a 10-mile run in full battle gear. They'd already envisioned 

rappelling down a sheer cliff. So what would be the tough guy's first tough order? 

  “Find yourself a Ranger buddy,” the drill sergeant growled. “You will stick together. You will never leave each other. 

You will encourage each other, and, as necessary, you will carry each other.”  

  It was the army’s way of saying, difficult assignments require a friend. Together is always better, not just in combat but 

in life. Deep friendships are precious. Perhaps that’s what inspired this poem, The Things That Count: 

  

Count your garden by the flowers, 

never by the leaves that fall. 

Count your day by golden hours, 

don’t remember the clouds at all. 

Count your nights by stars, not shadows. 

Count your life with smiles, not tears. 

Count your blessing, not your troubles. 

Count your age by friends, not years. 

 

  I am so thankful for the many friends that God has blessed me with. I have a circle of kindred spirits in the ministry, 

some who have been my friends for over forty years. Four quickly come to mind: Fred Froman, Bob Loggans, Bill 

Lincoln and Bill Busch (pictures). We’ve walked through valleys together and climbed mountains. We’ve cried and 

prayed together. I know that I am who I am today because of their investment and influence on my life. They’ve 

encouraged and rebuked me because that’s what godly friends do. If you don’t have godly friends, then life is not good 

for you.  

  We’re in Part 2 of With friends like these…and talking about a hero of the faith that was one of Paul’s kindred spirits, 

Epaphroditus.  

  Paul wasn’t a superman. He knew that he needed godly friends and so do you. Too many Christians try to tough it 

through life alone, with no one close other than immediate family. It stunts their spiritual growth.   

  Some have been burned and are scared to try to make new friends. Just because your Mom burned the biscuits, you 

didn’t stop eating. Then, the  older we grow, the lonelier we are, yet the less we work to make new friends.  

  Proverbs 27:17 says, “As iron sharpens iron, so a friend sharpens a friend.” Notice it doesn’t say “family member” or 

“spouse.” Why? A godly friend will speak into your life more than a family member ever will. Godly friends are 

essential for spiritual maturity. Last week we studied Paul’s son in the faith, Timothy. Today we’re talking about 

Epaphroditus, another close friend of Paul’s who represents everything we ought to be as Christians.   

 

1. It’s family first, spiritual family. “I have thought it necessary to send to you Epaphroditus my brother and fellow 

worker and fellow soldier, and your messenger and minister to my need.” The name Epaphroditus was a common one. in 

fact, Epaphroditus was a common word.  

  It comes from the name of a Greek god, Aphrodite, the goddess of love. For all practical purposes, Epaphroditus, was 

named, Aphrodite. This tells us that he’s from a pagan environment. Christians would never name their child Aphrodite. 

While we don’t know when Epaphroditus committed his life to Christ, we know that he did because Paul refers to him 

as, “my brother.”  



  Their bond was in the cross. He’s a brother when Paul’s biological family weren’t part of his spiritual family. He’s 

family when other Jews aren’t.  

  This is vital. Our greatest bond is in Jesus Christ. We have more in common with a Christ-follower in China than an 

American who’s an unbeliever.  

  Do you see how this speaks into our lives with our current racial crisis? I have more in common with an African-

American believer than I do my unregenerate Caucasian neighbor. Our common bond in salvation supersedes biological 

family, country, economics or politics. But being Jesus’ family is much more than being just a church member or 

attending the sane church. The Christian life is about being the Church, being family.  

  Eventually the name Epaphroditus came to mean “charming.” This charming Christian models what it means to be a 

healthy Christianity.  

  Father’s Day is next Sunday. Say that your Mom invites the whole family over. Is this way it will be? Mom cleans, 

cooks, and serves. Everyone is sitting at the table and your younger brother says, “the baked beans don’t have enough 

bacon.” Or your sister complains that she has to sit on the side of the table by the window. At the end everyone belches, 

pushes back from the table, and goes home leaving Mom with a disaster. Is that family?  

  No, everyone brings something. Everyone pitches in. That’s family. And that’s what it takes to be a healthy church 

family. Healthy Christians are like Epaphroditus. They give and take. They don’t just fill a seat, leave at the end and 

bellyache about something about the church. That’s not Christ’s family. That’s some perverse, pagan kind of Walmart-

consumer church. We’re committed to being that kind of healthy church. There’s no “gripe” in grace.  

   Epaphroditus models a balanced, healthy Christian life. If you don’t get this, you’ll limp through your Christian life 

and miss out on God’s best. 

  Healthy, balanced Christians serve, “fellow worker.” That term fellow worker is used 13 times in the New Testament. 

Paul uses it for those who served beside him in ministry.  These folk served alongside him in sharing the gospel. The 

emphasis is common effort. Epaphroditus is commended for his labor and diligence. They serve Jesus together. There’s 

something powerful about serving together that draws us closer to Christ and each other. 

  Healthy, balanced Christians fight (for the right causes), “fellow soldier.” Some believers just like to fight. Often 

they take out other believers with “friendly fire.” We have an Enemy but it’s not other Christians, it’s Satan.  

  The imagery of a soldier shows that Jesus didn’t invite us to a picnic! It’s a battlefield and the enemy is vicious. It’s not 

a volunteer army. If you’re a believer, you were drafted into God’s Army when you came to Christ.  

  To avoid being a casualty, you must put on the full armor of God (Eph. 6:10-17). The word fellow soldier gives us our 

word strategist. To win spiritual battles, we must be wise and strategic. 

  Healthy, balanced Christians share the good news, “messenger.” It wasn’t easy for Epaphroditus to leave the 

comforts of home and journey to Rome, 600 miles away. But he’d go wherever the Lord wanted him.  

  Messenger is the same word for apostle. Literally, Epaphroditus is an apostle, which simply meant that he’d been sent 

by the Philippian church. He’s sent to bring good news and also brought Paul a financial gift from this church. For a 

prisoner, that’s good news. But it wasn’t just money, there was a message with it, a message of love and the promise of 

prayer and support. A friend’s support in a time of need makes a huge difference.   

  Proverbs 25:25, “Like cold water to a thirsty soul, so is good news from a far country.” Are you a good news bringer? 

Do others love it when you call or come by? Do you spread encouragement? Do others leave conversations with you 

refreshed? Or, are you an Eeyore (picture & video)? Ephesians 4:29 commands us that “everything you say be good and 

helpful, so that your words will be an encouragement to those who hear them.”  

  Healthy, balanced Christians care enough to get close and personal, “minister to my need.” What does it mean to 

truly care for someone? It’s not just writing a check. Would you feel cared for if someone just gave you money but never 

interacted with you? Caring for means getting personal. For Epaphroditus it meant going down into Paul’s prison cell 

and helping him.  

  Joni Erickson Tada (picture) became a paraplegic after a tragic diving accident as a teen. She shared that late one night 

after visiting hours were over in the rehab-hospital, she suddenly became claustrophobic. She felt trapped inside her 

body that no longer obeyed her commands. She had this great immediate need to see her hands. She felt like she was 

suffocating.  

  At that moment her best friend, Jackie, popped her head over the side of her bed. Jackie had crawled into Joni’s room, 

avoiding the guards at the nurses station. Joni said that without a word Jackie sensed her panic and crawled into bed next 

to her and lifted her hands up so she could see them and sang with her some of the great hymns of the faith and prayed 

with her until her panic passed.  

  That’s how Christians care for each other. They’re there for you in your worst times. Sadly, they’re rare. Are you one? 

And when you have one, thank God for them and cherish them! 

 



2. It’s sacrificial caring for others. “for he has been longing for you all and has been distressed because you heard that 

he was ill. Indeed he was ill, near to death. But God had mercy on him, and not only on him but on me also, lest I should 

have sorrow upon sorrow. I am the more eager to send him, therefore, that you may rejoice at seeing him again, and that 

I may be less anxious. So receive him in the Lord with all joy, and honor such men, for he nearly died for the work of 

Christ, risking his life to complete what was lacking in your service to me.” In those days when people visited prisoners 

held captive by the Romans, they were judged as criminal types as well. When Epaphroditus came to stay with Paul, he 

exposed himself to danger just by being near someone facing capital charges.   

  True friends don’t shy away from this kind of dangerous sacrifice. As Jesus said in John 15:13, “Greater love has no 

one than this, than one lay down his life for his friend.” Want to know who your real friends are? Get in trouble. Get 

fired. Make a big blunder. Fall into some hideous sin.  

  Though Paul is innocent, Rome thought he was a criminal. Epaphroditus puts everything on the line by being Pauls’ 

friend. 

  When he arrived, he picks up some kind of sickness. We don’t know what it was. Maybe it was the notorious Roman 

fever which sometimes swept the city like an epidemic. Perhaps it was something he picked up because of his 

faithfulness in serving Paul. He exhausted himself taking care of Paul and sharing his faith with others. Finally, in pure 

exhaustion, with his resistance down, he became gravely ill. Whatever the sickness was, it was very serious.  

  Paul said that he was sick, to the point of death. He almost died for the cause of Christ., risking his life. The word for 

risking in Greek is parabolani. It meant to lay your life on the line, to willingly sacrifice. It meant to gamble with one’s 

life and that’s exactly what Epaphroditus did. 

  In the early church there were societies of men and women who took this same Greek word and referred to themselves 

as the parabolani – the risktakers or gamblers. They got this nickname because they ministered to the sick and 

imprisoned. They saw to it that, if at all possible, martyrs and even their enemies were given a decent burial.  

  In Carthage during the great plague of A.D. 252, Cyprian (picture) an early church father who was later martyred, 

showed that kind of selfless courage. In sacrificial love for his church and his enemies, he cared for the sick. He urged 

his congregation to partner with him, to also care for them and bury the dead. It was a stark contrast to the unbelievers 

who avoided the sick and threw corpses out of the plague-stricken city, running away in terror.   

  A special love binds together friends who take great risks for each other. If a true friend finds you’re in need, he finds a 

way to help. A friend doesn’t ask: How great is the risk? He asks: When do you need me? Not even the threat of death 

holds back a Christlike friend.  

  For mature Christians, sacrifice is normative. We American Christians don’t like sacrifice. We want God’s love, a pain 

free life but not sacrifice.  

  Too many are bargain basement Christians. We want Christianity with a thrift shop deal, a cheap way to get to heaven 

and have our sins forgiven, but no cross carrying, denying yourself or dying to self. Sacrifice is an essential part of a 

healthy Christian life devoted to the Savior.   

  My friend, what are you risking for Christ? When was the last time you moved out of your comfort zone for the Lord? 

Too many in the American Church have constructed a Christian culture that effectively keeps us from risking anything 

for Jesus. Why don’t we take risks? Because we focus on what we might lose rather than what we gain. Oswald 

Chambers (picture) wisely remarked, “When you fear God you fear nothing else, whereas if you do not fear God you 

fear everything else.” What are you afraid of losing? 

  Healthy, balanced Christians sacrifice personal care. “for he has been longing for you all and has been distressed 

because you heard that he was ill.” This is shocking! Epaphroditus learned that the church at Philippi had heard he 

wasn’t doing well, so he was sad because they were sad about him. Paul says that he was greatly distressed about them.  

  You have to ask, “What planet is he from? I’ve never heard of such a thing.” When was the last time you were 

distressed because you knew somebody was feeling bad about your situation? Your distress was directly related to 

the fact, not that you were in a difficult situation, but that they were worried about you. Selfless love and caring for 

others is what normal Christianity looks like. It was selfless love that led Jesus to the cross.  

  Too often we’re contaminated by a temporary world and more concerned with things than people, possessions more 

than relationships.   

  The bond of Christlike love the Philippians had with this man was so rich that he’s totally stressed over their sadness. 

He can’t exist feeling so bad that they don't know he’s okay. Paul feels bad because Epaphroditus feels bad that the 

Philippians feel bad.  Everybody feels bad.  So Paul tells Epaphroditus  you've got to go home because they feel bad that 

you feel bad. And if you go back, they’ll feel good, you'll feel good and I'll feel good. 

  How often do we feel bad when our brothers and sisters feel bad? God designed us for relationships not programs. Our 

family isn’t just our family. It’s our family of faith and our church family. Its setting aside my agenda to care for 

someone else and to minister and meet their need.  



 Healthy, balanced Christians honor true Christian heroes. Have you ever heard the Bonnie Tyler (picture) song, 

Holding Out For A Hero.  

  These are the lyrics: “Where have all the good men gone, where are all the gods, where are the street wise Hercules to 

fight the rising odds? Isn't there a white knight upon a white steed? I need a hero, he gotta be sure; he gotta be larger 

than life; He gotta be fresh from the fight. I need a hero.”  

  Epaphroditus was a true hero. “So receive him in the Lord with all joy, and honor such men” The Bible says 

committed, sacrificial believers are the kind of Christians we ought to honor and respect. In the Church we often honor 

the wrong ones – the same ones a lost world honors – the successful, attractive, wealthy, and talented. Yet, the ones the 

Church must honor are the servants, those who put their lives on the line for Christ.  

  Hebrews 11 is all about the heroes of the faith: Moses, Abraham, Isaac, etc. The writer of Hebrews wraps it up by 

talking about unnamed people who died for Jesus, paying the supreme price. “Some faced jeers and flogging, while still 

others were chained and put in prison. They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to death by the sword. 

They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated—the world was not worthy of them. 

They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground.” (Hebrews 11:36-38)  

  Notice that it says the world is not worthy of those who make that kind of sacrifice. When we stand before the 

Judgment Seat of Christ, I believe those who have made the supreme sacrifice will be the ones most honored.  

  Who are your heroes? Our heroes should be missionaries we support like ones serving the Lord in Turkey or our 

missionary in Nepal. They’re a Marilyn McClain who with her husband, poured out their lives for the lost in Jamaica. 

Now a widow in her eighties in “retirement,” she ministers to women from the island, immigrants in South Florida. 

Those are some of whom the world is not worthy.  

 

Conclusion: What a tragedy to go through life and not have true Christian friends. What a tragedy to go through life and 

be self-absorbed and never have the joy of living for Jesus and being a blessing to others.  

  Epaphroditus was Paul’s friend and a blessing both to Paul and the Philippian church. He’s a blessing to us today. He 

sacrificed himself with no thought of reward. He models for us that a fulfilled life, the joy-filled life is a balanced 

Christian life of service and sacrifice for Jesus and for something that will matter for all eternity.  

  If you know Jesus, others should know it because they see Jesus in you. Our Lord was a blessing to the world. If you’re 

a Christian, you need to ask “Am I a blessing to the Lord and to others?” Often we have a hard time seeing the big 

picture because our world is too small. Jesus poured Himself out for us. We’re most like Him when we pour out 

ourselves for Him and for others.  

  Are you investing your life for Jesus, for something of true significance? Are you the kind of friend that this world 

needs? Godly friendships are more valuable than nearly anything else in this life. Are you living as a friend of Jesus? Are 

you the kind of godly friend that others need?  

 

 

 

 


