Philippians 1:3-11
1993


I thank my God every time I remember you. 
In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy 
because of your part​nership in the Gospel from the first day until now, 
being confident of this, that He who began a good work in you will carry it on to com​pletion until the day of Christ Jesus.



It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart; for whether I am in chains or defending and con​firming the Gospel, all of you share in God’s grace with me. 
God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus.



And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, 
so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, 
filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God.


This year marks the fiftieth anniversary of a very sad event.  Those with whom we had walked together for nearly a century had walked away from us.  After years of testimony, that fact was publicly stated when the Wisconsin Synod formally broke fellowship with the Missouri Synod in 1961.  There was no rejoicing; it was a sad time all around.


We had stood shoulder to shoulder with them in the Election Controversy in the 1870s.  We had stood shoulder to shoulder with them in the controversies about Objective Justification in the early years of the 20th century.  But then they found new friends among the predecessors of what is now the ELCA, and began moving away from us.  They began preparing confessions of faith which gave up the very truths of Scripture we had fought together for in the past.  Our testimony about these things went un​heeded for decades.  Finally the sad day came when it had to be acknow​ledged that we no longer were partners in the Gospel.


Today we wish to remember that we are partners in the Gospel with the many believers of the Wisconsin Synod.  They helped us establish our congregation and acquire our buildings.  They supplied our pastors.  They have furnished much guidance over the years—not always good advice.  We, on the other hand, have supplied them with several church workers.  We have done what we could to sup​port the mission goals of our church body.  We have not only said that we were partners in the Gospel, but we have demonstrated that.


The apostle Paul wrote to the Philippians, “In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your part​nership in the Gospel from the first day until now.”  Who were these Philippians?  They lived in Philippi, the leading city of Macedonia.  Macedonia had been the home of Philip of Macedon and of his world-famous son, Alexander the Great—but that was over three centuries earlier.  Paul did not intend to go there, but the Lord intended him to go there.  On his second missionary journey, Paul first revisited the Galatian churches of Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe; in Lystra he picked up young Timothy to train him for the ministry.  Paul then intended to expand his missionary activity into the rest of Asia Minor, but the Lord had different intentions.  This is what Luke wrote about it:

Paul and his companions traveled throughout the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been kept by the Holy Spirit from preaching the Word in the province of Asia. When they came to the border of Mysia, they tried to enter Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus would not allow them to. So they passed by Mysia and went down to Troas. Ac16v6-8.
What that means is that they traveled all through Asia Minor until they reached the opposite corner.  Now what?


That is where Paul had his vision of a man of Macedonia saying, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.” Ac16v9.  So Paul went immediately to the leading city of Macedonia, Philippi, and began looking for this “man of Macedonia.”  He looked in vain.  He found a few women who wor​shiped by the river, among whom was Lydia, “a dealer in purple cloth from the city of Thyatira,” who compelled them to stay with her, but no “man of Macedonia.”  He was waiting for Paul and Silas in prison, where he served as the jailer.  Paul told him and his family about Jesus and bap​tized them in the middle of the night.


Paul wasn’t able to stay in Philippi long, but there was a bond of love established be​tween Paul and the Philippian believers.  Paul went on to the cities of Thessalonica and Berea, and the Philippians sent a gift along after Paul, to support him in his work.  Ordi​narily, Paul would support himself by his trade of tentmaking, and talk about Jesus in his spare time.  With the support from the Philippians, Paul could preach about Jesus full time.  They demonstrated that they were part​ners with Paul in proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus.


We also have the opportunity to demonstrate our partnership in the Gospel.  Our synod has been trying to turn the corner for some years back toward mission work and training workers.  We are still working at that goal, and struggling for it.  We want to support the missionaries we have sent out.  We desperately want to send out more.  We support them with our mission offerings, even though they are not great.  We do want to declare our part​nership with the Gospel in that way.


Paul wrote this letter to the Philippians many years later.  Paul had been able to revisit the Philippian believers on his third missionary journey.  Then he had gone back to Jerusalem and been arrested on trumped-up charges because of his testimony about Jesus.  He had spent two years in prison in Caesarea before being sent as a prisoner to Rome.  His journey to Rome was the one on which they encountered the storm which demolished the ship and deposited them on the island of Malta.  Eventually, Paul came to Rome, where he was kept as a prisoner for an additional two years, under house arrest.


It was during that time that Paul wrote what are known as his prison epistles.  By one messenger he sent out three letters: one to Ephesus, one to nearby Colosse, and one to a prominent member of the church in Colosse, Philemon.  At another time during that same stay in prison, he sent this letter to the Philippians.  You see, they had heard about him and they had sent him yet another gift to support him in his work.  Paul wrote this letter back to thank them for their support, but he included so much more.


It had to be troubling for them that their beloved apostle Paul was in prison.  Yes, they knew he had done nothing wrong, they knew he was in pri​son because of his testimony about Jesus, but still there was that stigma about being in prison.  Most of the people in prison today are innocent, if you only ask them about it.  So Paul wrote to them about that without any shame.  He said:

It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart; for whether I am in chains or defending and con​firming the Gospel, all of you share in God’s grace with me. God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus.
ç_,_Ÿ?�Gç_?&_Notice how he combines being “in chains” with “defending and con​firming the Gospel.”  Paul was no fool.  He knew he had a choice about the matter.  He didn’t have to go to prison.  He didn’t have to stay in prison.  The chains were entirely avoidable.  But Paul had not avoided them.


Paul knew the effect that his preaching had on people, especially on his fellow Jews.  If they did not believe the message about Jesus, then they hated the mes​sen​ger.  Paul could have softened his message, but he did not.  It was especially offensive to the Jews when Paul also shared the Gospel with the Gentiles.  In Rome, Paul had said, “Therefore I want you to know that God’s salvation has been sent to the Gentiles, and they will listen!” Ac28v28.  Paul could have softened that, but he did not.


Paul faced a choice, and he took his stand with Jesus.  It was not a pleasant stand to take, it was not a pleasant position to be in on many occa​sions.  Because of that stand for Jesus, Paul suffered physically.  He was imprisoned, he was beaten, he was whipped, he was stoned.  He was “in chains” as he wrote this letter to the Philippians because he had taken his stand for the Gospel of Jesus.


And that had had good results that could be seen.  Right after our text, Paul writes, “Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the Gospel. As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ. Because of my chains, most of the brothers in the Lord have been encouraged to speak the Word of God more courageously and fearlessly.” Ph1v12-14.

We also have opportunities to take our stand for the Gospel of Jesus.  We may not always be aware of those opportunities when they arrive.  If we are, we find the choice very difficult.  It may involve putting our whole way of life on the line.  It may involve putting our life on the line.  But Jesus does still provide us with the opportunity to take our stand for Him, to demonstrate personally our partnership with the Gospel.


We will see a video in a few minutes about the efforts to share Jesus in a huge country where real Christianity is outlawed.  There are “Christian” churches there, but they must teach only what the government says.  Those Americans who share the Gospel have not yet been physically assaulted, but the citizens of that country who share the Gospel have been.  It will be interesting to see what happens in future years as we continue in our part​nership in the Gospel of Jesus with our many fellow believers here and there and throughout the world.  Amen.
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