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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.

Today I want to focus on the epistle reading, from Philippians chapter 1.

The Philippians were the Christians gathered in the congregation of the church at the city of Philippi. They
were very near and dear to the apostle Paul’s heart. Paul was the first to preach the gospel at Philippi. He founded
that congregation, and it wasn’t easy. He endured trials and much suffering for them and with them to bring them
the gospel, so he loved the Philippians as their father in the faith.

In the New Testament, the book of Philippians is really Paul’s love letter to this congregation. As he writes
this letter, several years later, Paul is fondly remembering how he first came to Philippi, during his second
missionary journey.

Paul remembers how, as recorded in Acts 16, he had the vision of the man from Macedonia, pleading with
him, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.” Because of this vision, Paul and his companions, Silas and Timothy
and Luke, immediately set out from Troas on a ship across the Aegean Sea, to answer the call and go to Macedonia
and preach the gospel, as the first Christian missionaries in that region.

And Paul remembers the first place they came to in Macedonia, the city of Philippi. And how on that first
Sabbath day, when he and his companions went down to the river outside the city gate looking for any Jews from
the city, how they met Lydia and the other women, worshippers of God, and how these women paid attention to
the gospel of Jesus Christ that he preached. And he remembers how Lydia believed what she heard and was
baptized, along with her whole household, and how she generously urged them to stay at her house.

After that, while they were staying with Lydia in Philippi, a slave girl from the city began following Paul
around, a girl who had a spirit of divination and brought her owners much gain by fortune-telling. Day after day
she kept crying out, “These men are servants of the Most High God, who proclaim to you the way of salvation,”
until Paul, greatly annoyed, turned and said to the evil spirit, “I command you in the name of Jesus Christ to come
out of her.” And it came out that very hour.

So all the Philippians saw God’s power. But since the slave girl’s divination had been very profitable to
her owners, the owners were angry that she was healed. They seized Paul and Silas and dragged them into the
marketplace before the rulers, accusing them of causing disruption, and advocating customs unlawful for Romans.
So the angry mob attacked Paul and Silas, and the city magistrates stripped them and had them beaten with rods,
and threw them in prison.

But that night, about midnight, while Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, suddenly
there was a great earthquake, so that the foundations of the prison were shaken. And immediately all the doors
were opened, and everyone’s bonds were miraculously unfastened.

When the jailer woke up saw the prison doors open, he panicked and assumed the prisoners had escaped,
and he drew his sword to kill himself. But Paul cried out, “Do not harm yourself, for we are all here.” And the
jailer came rushing in, trembling with fear. He fell down before Paul and Silas, and asked, “Sirs, what must I do
to be saved?” And they said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household.” And
so the Philippian jailer believed, and he and his family were all baptized that very night.

So this is how Paul and Silas, by the power of the Holy Spirit, founded the Christian congregation in
Philippi and made the first converts — Lydia and the women and the jailer and their households. People from all
walks of life, brought together through faith in Jesus the Savior, filled with the Holy Spirit, baptized into the name
of Jesus, believing and joyfully receiving the gospel of forgiveness by grace alone.

All this is the foundation of Paul’s loving relationship with the Philippian Christians. The New Testament
letter that Paul wrote to the Philippians was written several years later, probably while Paul was in prison in
Rome, nearing death. In this letter, Paul thanks the Philippians for sending him a member of their congregation,
Epaphroditus, to care for him in prison. And he addresses them with all tenderness and love, his beloved children
in the faith.

“I thank my God in all my remembrance of you,” Paul writes, “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.”
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You can hear how Paul fondly remembers the first day he came to Philippi, they day when he met Lydia
and the others and they received the gospel, so that now he joyfully thanks God constantly for all the Christians
there, for what God has done in them, to preserve their faith.

And you, dear saints of Latimer, although unlike Paul I definitely was not the founder of this congregation,
you are very dear to my heart. I fondly remember the first day I came here to you, how joyfully you welcomed
me and my family, how eagerly you listened to my preaching. And I too give thanks to God for your partnership
in the gospel. For working together with me, helping me teach the word of God in our congregation, our school,
and our community.

My prayer for you is that you remain firm in faith. That was the most important thing for Paul, that the
Philippians stay firm in faith. So he continued, “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.”

I’m glad I can say the same about you. I’'m confident that God who began a good work in you — baptizing
you and creating faith in your hearts — I’'m confident he will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.
Come soon, Lord Jesus, that we may see your face with our own eyes! Keep us ready for that glorious day, in
repentance and faith, trusting in Jesus and his merits only for our forgiveness. His blood alone makes us worthy
to stand before the throne of God.

Or, Lord Jesus, if you call us home before that day, then preserve each one of us in the faith, down to our
final breath. Bring the good work of faith, O God, the good work you began in baptism, bring it to completion in
these Christians. I am confident you will do it, for you love to answer such a prayer.

As Paul said, “It is right for me to feel this way about you all, because I hold you in my heart, for you are
all partakers with me of grace, both in my imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel.”

Now, unlike Paul, we in Latimer have not suffered imprisonment for the sake of the gospel. But like Paul
and the Philippians, things are not always easy. We’ve suffered together, both internally in disagreements, and
externally, because we live in a world that opposes the gospel, which we must defend and confirm.

The world hates the gospel. It thinks the gospel is folly. We preach Christ crucified, we preach salvation
by grace through faith in him alone, but the world scoffs. The world says the Bible is written by men, it’s not the
word of God. The world rejects the call and invitation of our Lord, to come into the church, through baptism, to
join with us in the Christian congregation, receiving the blessings of forgiveness and life from Jesus through the
work of the Holy Spirit. The world thinks it’s all foolishness, a waste of time. So many people say, “I don’t need
to go to church to be a good person,” and they say, “Why should I go to church, the church is full of hypocrites?”
And so they sadly miss the point. They miss out on the free forgiveness and salvation Jesus offers here.

Let us cling to the gospel, appreciating the precious grace of God. Let us not be like that callous and
wicked servant — the one whom his master forgave such an incredible debt — ten thousand talents — billions and
trillions of dollars. Our God has forgiven all our sins, an even greater, more unfathomable debt than that. But the
servant in the parable despised his master’s forgiveness. He went out and seized his fellow servant, one who only
owed him a tiny, insignificant, hundred denarii. A mere drop in the bucket compared to what his master forgave.

Preserve us, O God, from such behavior! Let us love and forgive one another the tiny, insignificant sins
we’ve done to each other, because God has forgiven the enormous, unfathomable debt of all our sins against him.
He’s put them all away, paid them all with the lifeblood of his own Son, the blood of God. A single drop of the
blood of Jesus is worth more than all of heaven and earth combined.

Let us humble ourselves toward one another, imitating the one who humbled himself for us, Jesus Christ.
As Paul wrote to his beloved Philippians in chapter 2, “If there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort from
love, any participation in the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, complete my joy by being of the same mind,
having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in
humility count others more significant than yourselves. Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but
also to the interests of others. Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he
was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the
form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by
becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him and
bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in
heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God
the Father.”
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That’s my prayer to God for you, for this congregation, in our lives together. I pray that we may all live
together in humility. In love and repentance and mercy, being kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one
another, as God in Christ has forgiven us.

When the world sees our love for one another, love that reflects the love and mercy God has shown us —
that is what will draw them in, into the church. Seeing our love for one another, they’ll want to share with us in
it. Seeing our forgiveness for each other, they’ll come to Jesus seeking his forgiveness too.

That is my prayer. My prayer for you and for all people. As Paul told the Philippians, “For God is my
witness, how I yearn for you all with the affection of Christ Jesus. And it is my prayer that your love may abound
more and more, with knowledge and all discernment, 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.” Amen.

Now may the peace of God which passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus,
to life everlasting. Amen.



