
Sermon Series: In Search of Role Models 
Sermon Title: Epaphroditus: A True Friend 

 
Text: Philippians 2:25-30 -- 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, 26 for he has been longing for you all and 
has been distressed because you heard that he was ill. 27 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. 28 I am the more eager to send him, 
therefore, that you may rejoice at seeing him again, and that I may be less 
anxious. 29 So receive him in the Lord with all joy, and honor such men, 30 for 
he nearly died for the work of Christ, risking his life to complete what was 
lacking in your service to me.  
 
Introduction: We’ve been taking a close-up view of various people from the Bible 
whose lives are worth patterning our lives after. So far we’ve looked at Abraham 
(who believed God), Jacob (who wrestled with God), Abigail (who showed 
discernment), Job (a godly man), Mary of Bethany (a true worshipper), Shadrach, 
Meshach and Abednego (three men of integrity), Barnabas (an encourager of 
others), Jonah (a model of repentance), Rahab (righteous woman) and Moses (a 
very meek and humble man). Today, I want to look at a man knew how to be a 
friend plain and simple. He wasn’t a statesman or an apostle or even an elder in 
his church. He was a common man who knew a thing or two about the value of 
friendship.  
 
His name was Epaphroditus and he lived in Philippi. We’ll get back to him in a 
little bit, but first a word or two about friendship. 
 
The Bible says that there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother in Proverbs 
18:24. Hopefully you’ve been blessed by sharing a relationship with someone like 
this. You know, the type of person you can totally trust to do what is best for you 
regardless of the cost to him or herself. In my opinion, the kind of friendship 
described here in Proverbs is a little scarce today, especially when it comes to 
social media where so many claim to be your friend. MOST OF US WOULD AGREE 
THAT BEING SOMEONE’S FRIEND USED TO MEAN SOMETHING UNTIL FACEBOOK 
CAME ALONG. Now we are "friends" with many people we don't even know that 
well. A little while ago, the New York Times asked the question based on this new 



form of “friendship” … "Do your friends actually like you?" According to the 
report, "Recent research indicated that only about half of perceived friendships 
are mutual. That is, someone you think is your friend might not be so keen on 
you. Or, vice versa, as when someone you feel you hardly know claims you as a 
bestie." So, if this is true, let's try and define what true friendship is. ALEXANDER 
NEHAMAZ, author of the book On Friendship, says "Friendship is difficult to 
describe. It's easier to say what friendship is not, and FOREMOST, it is not 
instrumental." The story goes on to say, "[Friendship] is not a means to obtain 
higher status, wangle an invitation to someone's vacation home, or simply 
escape your own boredom." So, what is the purpose of friendship in this 
increasing digital age? NEHAMAZ says, "… Friendship is more like beauty or art, 
which kindles something deep within us and is 'appreciated for its own sake.'" 
The challenge is moving away from seeing and showcasing friendships as an 
enhancement to our personal image. As Ronal Sharp, professor of English at 
Vassar College, says in the article, "It's not about what someone can do for you, 
it's WHO AND WHAT the two of you become in each other's presence." That’s 
not a bad thought to ponder … friendship is about who and what two people 
become in each other’s presence. 
 
As we continue in the series, “In Search of Role Models” I want to take a close 
look at a unique friendship forged between Paul and Epaphroditus, two men who 
probably didn’t know each other very well until circumstances necessitated their 
coming together to form their special bond. Really, it’s not that often that we get 
to look at a close, personal relationship between believers in the first-century 
church. But the passage I just read to you allows us such a glimpse. The Apostle 
Paul developed a real friendship with Epaphroditus who was sent by the church 
at Philippi to deliver a financial gift to him while he was under house arrest in 
Rome. Here’s a little more of the historical context that brought the men 
together.  
 
Context: The church at Philippi had a debt to Paul because he and his companions 
came to Macedonia (where Philippi was) and ministered to the people living 
there (See Acts 16:9). This they did by sharing the gospel of Christ with anyone 
who would listen and it didn’t take long before the people started placing their 
faith in Jesus. Soon after the church was established. Paul left a little while later 
but returned to speak words of encouragement to them on another missionary 
journey (See Acts 20:1-2). It’s plain to see that the apostle loved them and from 



his point of view no amount of personal sacrifice was too great for him to make 
when it came to blessing the people of Philippi. BUT SO FAR, THE RELATIONSHIP 
WAS MOSTLY ONE-SIDED. That all changed, however, when the church 
discovered that Paul had been arrested for the cause of Christ and was 
imprisoned in Rome FOR WHAT TURNED OUT TO BE TWO YEARS. The believers in 
Philippi knew that any food or supplies for the apostle would have to come from 
others since he was not allowed to leave his place of residence. In fact, he was 
always chained to a soldier so they could keep a close eye on him. What did the 
believers in Philippi do to help him? They gathered together supplies including 
financial support (See Philippians 4:18) and sent it by way of Epaphroditus, a 
trusted member of the church. He faithfully delivered the gift and then stayed to 
offer further assistance to Paul as needed. 
 
TO THE PHILIPPIANS, Epaphroditus was a trusted messenger who delivered a 
package, but TO THE APOSTLE TO THE GENTILES, he was much more. In Paul’s 
own words (verse 26), he had become a brother, a worker and a soldier for the 
cause of Christ. Let’s take closer look at each of these roles in an effort to better 
understand the kind of friendship that developed between the two men.  
 
First, there was Epaphroditus the BROTHER (Philippians 2:25 -- I have thought it 
necessary to send to you Epaphroditus my BROTHER). The key word here is 
“my.” Paul was saying that his relationship with Epaphroditus had become 
PERSONAL. What did he mean by this? He was saying that they shared a 
COMMON SOURCE OF LIFE. Both had been born again (See John 3) and had 
passed from death to life through faith in Christ and the working of the Holy 
Spirit. They had become children of God (1 John 3:1 -- How great is the love the 
Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is 
what we are) which made them brothers. But that isn’t all they shared.  
 
Paul and Epaphroditus also had a COMMON SOURCE OF LOVE. The word for 
brother in the original language is adelphos. It’s where we get the name for the 
fifth largest city in America – Philadelphia – Phileo/love and adelphos/brother. 
That’s why we call it the city of brotherly love. What this tells us is that having put 
their faith in the Lord, God gave them a new capacity to love one another. And 
you know what love is, don’t you? It’s sacrificing yourself for the good of another. 
What Paul was saying was that they had grown to love each other in the same 
sacrificial way that God loved them. Paul sacrificed himself to bring the Gospel 



message to Macedonia (which turned out to be life-transforming for 
Epaphroditus) and he did the same by delivering life-saving support to Paul and 
staying on to serve him.  
 
The Bible says, “A friend loves at all times and a brother is born for adversity” 
(Proverbs 17:17). That’s a pretty good description of the relationship these two 
men shared with one another. Come to think of it, it should also describe how WE 
treat one another as brothers and sisters in Christ. Since we’re part of the same 
family, a common sense of life and love should be the tie that binds us together 
as well.   
 
Then, there was Epaphroditus the CO-WORKER (Philippians 2:25 -- I have 
thought it necessary to send to you Epaphroditus my brother and FELLOW 
WORKER). The word refers to one who LABORS alongside of another. That’s how 
Paul uses it twelve of the thirteen times the word is found in one of his New 
Testament letters. In Ecclesiastes 4:9, the Bible tells us that “two are better than 
one because they have a good return for their labor.” It's common sense, really. 
Two people who are committed to working hard and together will always 
accomplish more than just one can alone. That’s what Paul is saying about 
Epaphroditus. He had proven himself to share not only a COMMON LIFE and 
LOVE, but also a COMMON EFFORT in striving together for the cause of Christ. 
As committed as Paul was to taking the Gospel to the ends of the earth, there is 
no way anyone can ignore Epaphroditus’ contribution to the effort. It began when 
he left Philippi and traveled over 4,600 miles to Rome so he could minister to 
Paul. Then he nearly died in his work for Christ (verse 30). There’s no questions he 
was very faithful in his mission as believers almost two hundred years later were 
inspired by his example to risk everything for the sake of the gospel just as he had 
done. In his book, Risk Takers, Malcolm Duncan shares about a group of 
Christians known as the PARABOLANI (based on the Greek word for “risking his 
life” used of Epaphroditus in Philippians 2:30). They started a movement of caring 
for and supporting others that lasted for several hundred years.  HERE’S THEIR 
STORY: Like many other places around the same time, Carthage was petrified of 
the plague (perhaps smallpox or influenza). It wrought death and disaster when it 
struck and it was merciless in its sweep, claiming the lives of all who stood in its 
path. So, when an outbreak of the plague struck the city in AD 232, the local 
authorities acted swiftly and decisively. Dead bodies were disposed of and those 
who were suspected of having been contaminated were put outside the city 



walls. The impact was enormous suffering and death and disease on an epic scale. 
The Bishop of Carthage at the time, Cyprian, also acted swiftly. He called the 
church together and invited them to go and live among the sick and dying. He 
challenged them to give up the comfort and security of their own well-being and 
to step into the world of the rejected and the forgotten. Cyprian set the example 
of Epaphroditus as an inspiration. The Parabolani became a movement that 
served the broken, the poor, the forgotten and the vulnerable. Inspired by the 
example of Epaphroditus, they too gave up the security of what they knew and 
embarked on a labor of love as they served those whom others rejected. 
 
Finally, there was Epaphroditus the SOLDIER (Philippians 2:25 -- 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). Here Paul speaks 
of the enemies of the Gospel that he and Epaphroditus were constantly waging 
war against. This may have included Roman opposition that came from the 
emperor Nero who ruled at the time Philippians was written. He hated Christians 
and even blamed them for the burning of Rome two years later. It was Nero who 
was known to impale Christians on wooden poles, place them in his garden at 
night and light their bodies on fire. It probably also was a reference to spiritual 
conflict that is always in play when it comes to the advancement of the kingdom 
of Christ in the world.  The devil is always on the prowl seeking those whom he 
may devour. Paul and Epaphroditus were on the front lines when it came to the 
battle taking place in the heavenlies and frequently were the object of the 
enemy’s attention. 
 
Perhaps one of the attacks was of a physical nature so that this beloved saint 
became very sick to the point of death.  This not only caused Paul to be very 
concerned for him, but evidently, word made it back to Philippi and they also 
were greatly distressed at the news. That’s why he asked to be sent home. He 
didn’t want them to worry so much. So, that’s what Paul did. The man who had 
become his good friend -- brother, co-worker and fellow soldier – was released 
from his service to return to Philippi.  
 
You don’t hear a lot about Epaphroditus today, but the fact is that he had become 
very dear to Paul, laboring alongside him for the cause of Christ. DO YOU HAVE 
ANYONE LIKE HIM IN YOUR LIFE? SOMEONE WHO REFUSES TO WALK AWAY 
WHEN THE MINISTRY GETS TOUGH, BUT WHO STANDS AND WORKS BESIDE YOU 



AS A TRUE FRIEND? OR MAYBE THAT’S WHO GOD IS CALLING YOU TO BE FOR 
SOMEONE ELSE…A TRUE FRIEND WHO WILL GO THE EXTRA MILE TO HELP OUT A 
BROTHER OR SISTER IN CHRIST WHO REALLY NEEDS IT. 
 
Conclusion: LISTEN TO THIS STORY: While most high school athletes have their 
family cheering for them on the sidelines, Susan Bergeman’s brother, Jeffrey, is 
there every step of the way during her 3.1-mile cross country races. For every 
practice and meet, Susan, 14, runs while pushing Jeffrey, 15, in his wheelchair. 
When he was 22 months old, Jeffrey went into sudden cardiac arrest, which led to 
severe brain damage and a diagnosis of cerebral palsy. It was important to Susan 
that she find a way to get her brother involved in an activity at their high school, 
and cross country made sense. She said, "He loves running. I think it helps me get 
even closer to my brother." When it gets hard running with Jeffrey uphill or over 
uneven terrain, Susan said she will "push away the pain and focus on him 
enjoying it.” She added that "hearing everyone screaming and cheering gives me 
a big adrenaline rush." EVERY ONCE-IN-A-WHJLE YOU FIND A BROTHER WHO 
NEEDS A HELPING HAND TO BE ABLE TO FINISH THE RACE SET BEFORE HIM. 
That’s what Susan Bergeman was for her brother Jeffrey and it’s what 
Epaphroditus was for Paul. He was a true friend and brother who was there to 
encourage and serve alongside the man who is considered by many to be the 
greatest Christian ever. And because of their special relationship, Paul’s ministry 
didn’t skip a beat even when he languished in prison. My prayer is that you may 
be that same kind of person for another Christ-follower who needs you just as 
much.  
 

CONNECTION GROUP DISCUSSION 
 

Preparation: As the facilitator, you should read through the message thoughtfully 
and prayerfully. Ask the Lord to give you understanding of His Word so that you 
can lead a fruitful discussion. 
 
Open the Group in Prayer 
 
Text: Philippians 2:25-30 -- 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, 26 for he has been longing for you all and 
has been distressed because you heard that he was ill. 27 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. 28 I am the more eager to send him, 
therefore, that you may rejoice at seeing him again, and that I may be less 
anxious. 29 So receive him in the Lord with all joy, and honor such men, 30 for 
he nearly died for the work of Christ, risking his life to complete what was 
lacking in your service to me.  
 
Discussion Questions: 
 

• What is it, in you opinion, that makes a person a true friend? 
• Can you have more than a handful of friends when you define friendship 

the way you do? 
• Epaphroditus was a brother in Christ to Paul. How important do you think 

shared faith is when it comes to friendship? 
• What does shared faith in Christ bring to a relationship between two 

people? 
• Epaphroditus and Paul worked together in the cause of Christ. How did this 

draw them together? 
• Epaphroditus became very sick, to the point of death. God spared him and 

in doing so had mercy on both men. Have you known anyone who put his 
life on the line for the cause of Christ? How did it turn out? What did it say 
about that person? 

• Do you have a friend like Epaphroditus in your life? Have you been a friend 
like Epaphroditus to someone else? How did it change you? 

 
Close in Prayer 


