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Introduction

Are you fit for life? That is a question we should all answer. Physical 
fitness is now one of the major priorities of millions of people, and 
exercise is now an international pastime. In 1968 Dr. Kenneth Cooper 
launched a fitness revolution with his classic book Aerobics. Since those 
days, millions of people have laced up their shoes and hit the streets 
and gyms in pursuit of wellness. Certainly we now know the value of 
exercise. Running, walking, lifting, or cycling has become a way of life 
for men and women of all ages. The goal is a lifetime of great health and 
the happiness that goes along with it. We know that the quality of life is 
definitively improved when we consistently practice good health habits, 
which include proper nutrition, regular exercise, and conditioning. If 
you are physically fit, you are much less likely to die prematurely than 
those who are unfit.

Your mental and emotional health is also dramatically improved. If 
you exercise regularly, you are less likely to be depressed and anxious. 
The stress of daily life is burned off, and the “feel good” chemicals of 
the brain are enhanced. Age-related decline can be slowed, including 
mental functioning. So without a doubt we should all get off the couch 
and begin moving. But, of course, there is more to life than being physi-
cally fit. God created us body, soul, and spirit, and therefore we must 
take care of the mind as well as the body and the spirit.

Scripture says we are to be spiritually fit so that we may live in 
wholeness.

May God himself, the God who makes everything holy and whole, 
make you holy and whole, put you together—spirit, soul, and body—
and keep you fit for the coming of our Master, Jesus Christ. The One 
who called you is completely dependable. If he said it, he’ll do it! (1 
Thessalonians 5:23–24, The Message)

Too many Christians are unfit for the challenges of life. While we 
have been given life in Christ, we have often failed to live in the fullness 
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of His power. Too many of us are trudging through life without passion, 
unsure of our purpose and unlikely to make a difference for the Kingdom 
of God. Somehow we have chosen to merely exist rather than really live. 
What a shame since Jesus Himself promised us an abundant life:

The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they 
may have life and have it abundantly. (John 10:10)

Yes, you can and should be spiritually, emotionally, intellectually, 
socially, and physically fit for life. That is what this book is about. The 
Bible is the Book of Life and gives us clear guidance as to how God 
intends for us to live.

There is a letter in the New Testament—Philippians—that is all 
about the promise and provision of this abundant life. Written by the 
greatest Christian who ever lived, it is all about a life that wins. As a 
matter of fact, the author, Paul, gives us the theme when he writes:

For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain. (Philippians 1:21)

To be ready to live and ready to die should be the ambition of 
every follower of Christ, and the message of Philippians tells us how 
to receive and achieve this Christ-honoring goal. Written from prison, 
this small book of four chapters contains the promises and principles of 
joyful, grateful, confident living whatever circumstances or conditions 
we face.

This life is for you. You can live with an outrageous optimism that 
says,

I can do all things through him [Christ] who strengthens me. (Philip-
pians 4:13)

Are you fit for life? The question is a good one. I hope to help you 
answer it and to discover this life in Christ that will transform your 
every day into an exciting adventure of faith and fullness. So let’s get 
moving and start enjoying this life right now.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

What Matters Most

You may remember a time when our nation’s obsession with fitness 
was considered a craze, just a fad. The media even used the term fitness 
craze to describe what was then a new trend in terms of people’s aware-
ness about the importance of being fit and their determination to eat a 
healthy diet and exercise regularly.

Well, I think you’ll agree with me that America’s obsession with fit-
ness is more than a passing fad. In fact, it has gone from a passing fad 
to passing legislation, as New York City did with its new law to ban 
the serving of trans fats in its restaurants. We also have evidence of the 
seriousness of this commitment to fitness. As I write this, the cancer 
center at one of Dallas’s largest hospitals is setting up a workout center 
in what used to be just a reading room full of literature on cancer and 
the various treatments available.

A cancer patient who noticed all of the expensive new workout 
equipment—which included treadmills, step climbers, stationary bikes, 
and a scale—asked her physician what was happening. The physician 
explained that the doctors had donated their own money to purchase 
the equipment and were going to offer free exercise and diet classes to 
help their patients get into shape. That’s a great thing, because for can-
cer patients being fit is not only a good option to being out of shape or 
overweight—it can help them fight and survive their disease.

The truth is that being fit for life is a serious matter for all of us. 
And the good news is that the Bible has a life-changing message for us 
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on this issue, because no one is more concerned about our physical, 
mental, emotional, and spiritual fitness than the God who made us and 
redeemed us. He even gave us a “fitness manual” in His Word—the 
apostle Paul’s letter to his beloved friends at the church he founded in 
Philippi. My purpose in this book is to help you understand and apply 
the truths of the book of Philippians in a way that will truly help you 
be fit for life.

Most of us aren’t accustomed to thinking of Paul as a fitness guru. 
But he was, at least according to the definition of fitness I gave you 
above. For instance, it was Paul who taught us that our bodies are the 
temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 6:19) and therefore not to be 
defiled. And Paul took his own advice as a man who disciplined his 
physical appetites so he wouldn’t fall into sin and be disqualified from 
receiving God’s prize (1 Corinthians 9:24–27).

Paul also understood the importance of good emotional fitness, 
thanking the “God of all comfort” (2 Corinthians 1:3) for the way He 
comforted and sustained him in all of his trials. Paul is often charac-
terized as a hard-driving, Type A personality who didn’t let anything 
bother him. But as we’ll see, he was a very tenderhearted man who 
loved his fellow Christians like a father. In fact, the book of Philippians 
is something of a spiritual valentine, if you will, in which Paul expressed 
his deep love and affection for believers serving Christ in a very impor-
tant region of the world.

Paul was also intellectually fit. He was a scholar of the first rank, 
and his exhortation to Timothy has become the goal of every sincere 
servant of God: “Study to show thyself approved unto God, a work-
man that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth”  
(2 Timothy 2:15, kjv). To the great apostle, the Christian faith was a 
body of teaching to be studied, diligently absorbed into the mind, and 
taught with faithfulness and accuracy. Paul’s entire ministry of pro-
claiming the gospel of Jesus Christ serves as evidence for his concern 
for spiritual fitness.

The physical circumstances under which Paul wrote to the Philippians 
are worth mentioning because he was in a place that was nothing but 
harmful to his health. He wrote this letter from a Roman prison—a 
filthy dungeon with zero physical comforts. He was in a damp, dark, 
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cold cell and was probably chained to the wall as well. But even though 
Paul was, many Bible scholars believe, a rather small, slightly built, 
middle-aged man with physical problems, he was far more fit for life 
than the physically fit Roman soldiers who guarded him. So he has 
much to say about being fit for life.

If we are going to be at our best, we need to get into the best physi-
cal, emotional, mental, and spiritual shape possible. The place to begin 
is with our relationships—with Jesus Christ first of all and then with 
family and friends and the fellowship of God’s church. Paul knew what 
matters most. So he began his letter to the Philippians by identifying 
both himself and his readers in terms of their relationship with Christ: 
“Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, to all the saints in Christ 
Jesus who are at Philippi” (1:1–2).

Your Relationship with Jesus Christ

Paul identifies himself as a “servant,” or slave, of Christ. The apostle 
was so totally sold out to Jesus that he could say, “for to me to live is 
Christ, and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21). This is a critical point for 
all believers. Everything in life begins here. Jesus is our very life, and we 
are to serve Him because He has captured our hearts.

To become a child of God, you do have to become a saint. Most 
people have been conditioned to think that a saint is someone who has 
achieved a lofty spiritual status or has been canonized for doing good 
works or even performing miracles. But that’s not how the Bible uses 
this word. A saint is simply a true believer, a person who has been born 
into the family of God through faith in Jesus Christ.

Therefore saints aren’t made, they’re born from above in the new 
birth. That’s why we can say when it comes to your relationship with 
Christ, you’re either a saint or you ain’t. The word saint means “a set 
apart one,” a person who has been chosen by God and called for His 
purposes. This applies to every believer. So instead of being something 
mystical or super-spiritual, saint is a very basic description of our life 
in Christ. God has set us aside for an eternal purpose, which means we 
can live with passion.

What matters most of all, then, is whether you have trusted Christ 
and His finished work on the cross for your salvation or whether you 
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are trying to please God by being a good person. If it’s the latter, I urge 
you to put this book down right now and trust Christ alone to forgive 
your sins and come into your life and give you eternal life—and He will! 
Trying to be fit for life without knowing Jesus as your Savior is like 
trying to work out while wearing shoes and gym clothes that are about 
three sizes too small. Life will never work out without Jesus.

Your Relationship with Others

The recipients of Paul’s letter in Philippi were true saints of God, Paul’s 
own spiritual children whom he had led to Christ. So he writes to them 
with genuine affection:

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ. I thank my God in all my remembrance of you, always in 
every prayer of mine for you all making my prayer with joy, because 
of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now. And I 
am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to 
completion at the day of Jesus Christ. It is right for me to feel this way 
about you all, because I hold you in my heart, for you are all partak-
ers with me of grace, both in my imprisonment and in the defense and 
confirmation of the gospel. For God is my witness, how I yearn for 
you all with the affection of Christ Jesus. (Philippians 1:2–8)

These Christians were on Paul’s mind and in his heart. He under-
stood the importance of the love relationship we are to have with one 
another in the church, the body of Christ. When you belong to Christ, 
you also belong to everyone else who belongs to Christ.

The sooner we realize that we can’t go it alone, the better off we’re 
going to be because the Christian life was never meant to be a solo act. 
Millions have watched the television program American Idol. Early on 
in the competition there is a tryout phase. The vast majority of the thou-
sands of people they bring onto the stage can’t sing at all. After hearing 
them, the question that comes to the mind of the viewer is, “Where did 
these people get the idea that they could sing?”

The contestants on American Idol are trying to go it alone, and a 
few make it. But while performing solo may be okay for a musical career, 
it’s no way to live. The work of Jesus Christ advances on a network of 



What Matters Most 19

relationships among believers who are partners in life. It is because of 
our fellowship in Christ that we are able to advance the gospel to the 
world. Without a doubt, the people who make the greatest difference 
for Christ are the people who know how to love Him and other people 
with all their hearts.

Paul basically told his friends at Philippi, “I thank God every time 
I think about you” (1:3). I wonder what our fellow believers say when 
they think about us. Do they thank God for us because of our love and 
commitment?

Do you seek healthy relationships by loving and serving others more 
than yourself? That’s a pretty convicting question, and someone might 
respond, “You don’t know the kind of people I have to put up with in 
my life. They aren’t all nice, lovable people like the saints at Philippi 
probably were.” I know people can be difficult, and even our friends at 
church can be exasperating at times.

The church of Jesus Christ is a real blend of people from all strata 
and seasons of life. But it’s always been that way. Consider the people 
at Philippi. Acts 16:11–40 is the story of Paul’s first visit to this Roman 
province in Macedonia and the founding of the church there.

The first conversion in Philippi was that of Lydia, a wealthy busi-
nesswoman who became a follower of Jesus along with her household 
(vv. 13–15). Another new believer was a demonized slave girl who  
was being used by her masters to bring in a profit by fortune-telling 
(vv. 16–19). Then a hardened Roman jailer was miraculously trans-
formed by God’s grace, and he and his entire family believed and were 
baptized (vv. 31–34).

This sampling of the church represents a broad cross section of 
people who have one thing in common—their relationship with Jesus 
Christ.

These very different men, women, and children were now in the 
spiritual family of Jesus Christ. This is the church, God’s family together 
in Christ. Note the emphasis on the local church in this passage. The 
New Testament teaches the universal brotherhood of believers, the 
worldwide family of God. But sometimes it’s easier to love your brothers 
and sisters on the other side of the world, whom you’ve never met, than 
it is to love those on the other side of the church aisle whom you meet 
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every week. While we are part of the church global, we are to experience 
the church local.

My point is that the Bible doesn’t let us hide behind the idea of, “Oh 
yes, I love the body of Christ around the world” while we’re not relat-
ing properly to the people in our own community of faith. At least 90 
percent of the time the New Testament uses the term church in reference 
to a specific local body of believers. Paul didn’t just write to the church 
at large, but to the churches in Philippi, Ephesus, Corinth, Galatia, and 
so on.

The two things emphasized in Philippians 1:2–8 were the love and 
affection of God’s people for one another and their witness of the gos-
pel. When it comes right down to it, love is what matters most because 
Jesus said that “the great and first commandment” is to “love the Lord 
your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 
mind.” Then He gave the second most important commandment: “love 
your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:37–39). Jesus concluded this 
teaching by saying in verse 40, “On these two commandments depend 
all the Law and the Prophets.” This is what matters most.

Jesus was summarizing the heart of the Ten Commandments 
(Exodus 20:1–17) and all of the Old Testament Law. The first four of 
the Ten Commandments have to do with our love for God, and the next 
six have to do with our love for and relationships with others. Loving 
God and one another in Christ is the essence of faith.

That same love extends to the world as we care about people who 
need Jesus in their lives. We need to understand that true ministry 
flows from sacrificial love. The love of Christ had changed Paul’s life 
so dramatically that he gladly called himself a servant, or slave, of 
Christ (Philippians 1:1). It was out of the overflow of Paul’s love for 
Christ that he poured out his life in service to Christ and to others, 
and he did it with intense devotion. Paul also learned how to receive 
the love and ministry of others in the family of faith, and he rejoiced 
in it.

I rejoiced in the Lord greatly that now at length you have revived 
your concern for me. You were indeed concerned for me, but you had 
no opportunity. (Philippians 4:10)
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Unlike your biological family, you can choose your church family—
but it will have the same strengths and flaws as your own family. So if 
you’re unhappy with your church because it’s full of imperfect people 
and you think you can get a better deal down the road, you may find 
yourself very disappointed.

A man was so sick and tired of the people in his town that he packed 
up and left. He drove down the road a little bit and entered a town that 
seemed like a nice place to live. An old man was sitting on the steps 
of the city hall. So the traveler rolled down the window of his car and 
called out, “Hey, I’m thinking about moving here. What are the people 
like in this town?”

The old gentleman said, “Well, I don’t know. What were the people 
like in the town you came from?”

“Oh,” the man replied, “they were terrible, awful, the worst people 
I’ve ever been around.”

The old man looked at him and smiled. “You know what? The 
people in this town are just like that too, so you better go on farther 
down the road.”

I don’t know what your church is like, but I do know that God has 
placed you there for a reason. And unless and until He moves you on, 
that’s where God wants you to serve in the fellowship of Christ’s body. 
If you want to get fit, every part of the body has to cooperate.

I spent some extra time discussing our spiritual relationships because 
they are so important to the fitness for life that this book examines.

There is no question that your family relationships also play a vital 
role in getting fit for life. How you express your love is very impor-
tant. Bobby Bowden, the famous coach of the Florida State University 
Seminoles, was asked by his wife, “Honey, do you love me more than 
football?”

Bowden thought for a minute and said, “College or pro?”
That’s not the way to do it! Men are notorious for not showing and 

sharing their love and for having an “I want to be served” attitude. But 
even Jesus did not come to be served but to serve (Mark 10:45), and 
that’s the attitude we are to express in our families.

One problem in family relationships that also occurs in our church 
relationships is unrealistic expectations. Have you heard about Husband-
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Mart? In this fictional store a woman can choose her ideal husband 
from many options. The store has six floors, and the men increase in 
positive attributes as the shopper ascends each flight. But there is a 
catch, because once a shopper decides to leave a floor and go up to the 
next one, she can’t go back down except to exit the building.

So one woman comes to the Husband-Mart to find a husband. On 
the first floor, the sign on the door reads, “These men have jobs!” The 
woman says, “Well, that’s better than my last boyfriend, but I wonder 
what’s available further up?”

So up the elevator she goes to the second floor, where the sign 
reads, “These men have jobs and love kids.” The woman likes this 
because she wants to have a family. But she also figures that if it’s 
this good already, it can only get better. Sure enough, the third-floor 
sign says, “These men have jobs, love kids, and are extremely good-
looking.” Now the woman is really getting excited, but she figures it 
will only keep getting better.

So she heads on up to the fourth floor, where the sign says, “These 
men have jobs, love kids, are extremely good-looking, and help with 
the housework.”

“Incredible!” the woman exclaims. “This is very tempting, but there 
must be something even better on the fifth floor,” and she keeps moving 
up. To her delight, the fifth floor is better: “These men have jobs, love 
kids, are extremely good-looking, help with the housework, and have a 
strong romantic streak.”

Well, by now this woman is so ecstatic that she thinks to herself, Just 
imagine what must be waiting for me on the last floor! So up to the sixth 
floor she goes and steps out of the elevator with great excitement, only to 
be greeted with this sign: “You are visitor number 3,456,789,012. There 
are no men on this floor. This floor exists solely as proof that women are 
impossible to please. Thank you for shopping at Husband-Mart.”

The Husband-Mart, or the Wife- or Child-Mart for that matter, 
would be a good joke if it weren’t so true. Developing healthy relation-
ships in your family is much like developing a healthy body through 
exercise. You have to start where you are, set realistic goals for progress, 
and then work faithfully with what you’ve got to get from where you 
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are to where you want to be. Start expecting the best from the people 
you love, and watch your relationships develop.

I use the term marketplace to describe our relationships in business 
and public life because it has a wider connotation than business alone. 
You don’t have to have a job or own a business to relate to people in 
the marketplace. The apostle Paul was also conscious of the importance 
of these relationships as he instructed believers how to be fit for life. 
He wrote to the Philippians, “Let your manner of life be worthy of the 
gospel of Christ” (1:27).

Many people tend to think of good relationships in this arena 
as secondary to success in business or some other area of public life. 
But not so. Zig Ziglar included an interesting quote in his book Top 
Performance. The former CEO of Coca-Cola, who was responsible for 
taking the company from a regional business to an international pow-
erhouse, is quoted as saying:

Success or failure on the job is essentially a matter of relationships, and the 
deadly sin in our relationship with people is that we take them for granted. 
We do not make an active or continuous effort to do and say things that 
will make them like us and believe us, and that will create in them the 
desire to work with us in the attainment of our desires and purposes.

In business, good relationships make all the difference. Whether you 
work in a company, operate a business of your own, or simply relate 
to people each day in carrying out your personal or family business, it 
matters to God how you conduct yourself and the witness you leave. We 
call these people skills because relating well to others is a skill we should 
learn if we really want to get fit for life.

How to Grow in Your Relationships

When we get to the end of our lives, it’s not our diplomas, trophies, 
or stock portfolio that will comfort us. We will want our family and 
friends—people to be with us—because what matters most in life and 
death are the people we love and who love us. Here are several ways 
you can cultivate and nurture your relationships so that your life will 
be full and fulfilling.
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Grow in Christ

The place to begin nurturing your relationships is with Jesus. You can 
live with confidence, knowing that your relationship with Christ is 
secure forever.

“He who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at 
the day of Jesus Christ” (Philippians 1:6). That’s an eternal promise you 
can trust every day. When Christ comes for you, be prepared for that 
moment and for your life with Him in heaven.

How is this possible? Not because of what we have done, but 
because of what Christ is doing in us. God always finishes what He 
starts, and because God has started the good work of salvation in you, 
He will bring it to completion. This should give you real hope as you 
seek to grow in your relationship to Christ through His Word, prayer, 
worship, service, witnessing, and the other disciplines of the Christian 
life. Do we fail and feel like giving up sometimes? Of course we do. But 
the promise of God’s Word is that He will never give up on us.

Now understand that it takes patience to grow in Christ. I love the 
commercial of an overweight man who goes to the gym to get in shape. 
He gets on the scales to check his weight, gets off and runs around the 
room for a few seconds, then steps back on the scales and sighs when 
he sees that he hasn’t lost any weight.

That’s often the way we are in our relationship with Christ. We jog 
through a few Bible verses a couple of times a week, shoot up a quick 
prayer or two, and then wonder why we’re not in better spiritual shape. 
But God’s plan for us, like a good exercise and diet plan for our bodies, 
involves daily discipline. Stay with it, and soon people will be saying to 
you, “You’re different; you’ve changed. God must be doing something 
in your life.”

Grow in Your Love

If you get nothing else from this book, I pray you will make the discov-
ery that the Christian life is not a self-improvement or do-it-yourself 
project, but a matter of allowing Christ to take control of your life. 
The real joy is growing in Christ and communing with Him in a grow-
ing relationship of love and intimacy. That’s what God desires for you. 
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Paul prayed that the love of the Philippians would “abound more and 
more” (1:9).

Love that abounds is love that overflows to others. The difference 
between the love taught in the Bible and the kind the world talks about 
is that the love of Christ is a choice of the will, not simply a warm, fuzzy 
feeling we can’t control. You don’t fall in love accidentally. You grow in 
love toward God and toward others as a decision of your will.

Guard Your Mind

Another way to grow in your relationships is to guard your mind. For 
instance, even as we show love freely to others, it is not to be foolishly 
or blindly given. After Paul prayed that the Philippians might have 
abounding love, he added, “with knowledge and all discernment” (1:9). 
Our love for Christ includes loving the truth. Love that is out of control 
does not become a flowing river of blessing but a stagnant swamp. The 
two banks between which the river of our love must flow are knowledge 
and discernment.

The world sings songs that ask, “How can it be wrong when it feels 
so right?” But the answer of God’s Word is that love or anything else 
can be wrong if it goes outside the boundaries of God’s will and God’s 
Word. As we relate to God and to others in love, we need to make sure 
that our love is according to the truth. When you give your heart, that 
doesn’t mean you lose your head. Nor do we ever compromise God’s 
Word in the name of love.

Give Your Best

Paul ended the first section of Philippians 1 with these words: “So that 
you may approve what is excellent, and so be pure and blameless for the 
day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through 
Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of God” (vv. 10–11).

These verses speak of the importance of excellence in what we do 
for Christ, both in our personal lives and as we relate to others. The way 
we “approve what is excellent” is to encourage one another to engage 
in love and good deeds, as the Bible says in Hebrews 10:24. When we 
are giving our best for Christ and are urging and helping each other to 
do the same, we will produce “the fruit of righteousness.”
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There’s a lot of conversation today about improving people’s rela-
tionships. We get all kinds of advice. We certainly should seek godly 
counsel when it is needed, but to be truly fit for life, we must begin by 
putting first things first, living for what matters most. The purpose of 
the Christian life is to become more and more like Jesus Christ. When 
we are relating properly to Him and growing in His love, then our other 
relationships in life will become strong and healthy.
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