December 9, 2018

Philippians 1:3-11

[bookmark: _GoBack]The God Who Completes

[bookmark: _Hlk513442120]Going on to perfection is not a DIY project. God helps us.

AT A GLANCE: 
Cathedrals take a long time to erect — sometimes hundreds of years. This has been true since the first gothic cathedrals began to rise in the Middle Ages about the 12th century. You’d think that modern construction methods would quicken the process. But this is not always the case. Just take a look at the Cathedral of Saint John the Divine in New York City. After 125 years, the cathedral is still not finished! We mention this because our epistle reading today refers to us as projects on the way to completion. Will we ever be “complete”? Will we ever be perfect?

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “A New Word for an Old World,” December 7, 1997, at HomileticsOnline.com. 

Although its official name is the Cathedral of Saint John the Divine, some people refer to it as the “Cathedral of Saint John the Unfinished.” 
	Even in its incomplete condition, at 601 feet long and 124 feet high, this Episcopal cathedral is one of the impressive landmarks in New York City, featuring at 230 feet the longest Gothic nave in the United States and the largest rose window in the country — constructed out of 10,000 pieces of glass. Besides the main sanctuary, there are seven chapels. The whole thing is an architectural beauty, with many more unique elements about which we haven’t the time to describe here. 
	Construction of this colossal building began in 1892, with worship and other ministries taking place there since 1899, when only a portion of the edifice was usable. The church wasn’t opened end-to-end until 1941, but even then, there was much work waiting to be completed. 
	Over the years, the structure has been plagued by financial woes, changes in architectural plans, wartime delays, engineering problems and, in 2001, a destructive fire. Thus, today, 126 years to the month after the cornerstone was laid, this massive church is still sometimes dubbed “Saint John the Unfinished.”
Don’t you hate it when that word — unfinished — gets attached to your projects? While the remodeling of your bathroom, for example, may not have begun quite as far back as 1892, still, especially if you’re doing the work yourself, it could be called “the john unfinished,” though we might prefer to describe it as “a work in progress.”
	However we label such incompletions, they seem to stand in judgment of us, reminding us that while we may have plenty of ideas and ambition, we’re not so good with follow-through.
	
Of course, it’s one thing to have unfinished jobs around the house; it’s quite another thing to realize how unfinished we are as individuals — how far short we fall of the goal of being the persons God calls us to be. Given that the New Testament uses the word “saints” to refer to living followers of Jesus (e.g., Acts 9:32), we could refer to ourselves as “Saint John the Unfinished,” “Saint Mark the Unfinished” or “Saint Jennifer the Unfinished.” We sometimes acknowledge that we are works in progress by saying that we are “Christians under construction.” This expression can be useful terminology for letting ourselves off the hook, but it is also a way to express that the Christian life is not an arrival point but a journey.
	When John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, commissioned preachers for the work of spreading the gospel, one of the questions he asked was “Are you going on to perfection?” 
If we were among the candidates, we might want to answer that, “Well, nobody’s perfect.” But the candidates were expected to answer, “I am, by the grace of God.” 
Wesley’s next question was, “Do you expect to be made perfect in love in this life?” 
The expected answer was “God willing, I do.” 
Even today, two centuries later, when would-be Methodist preachers are standing for admission into the ministry of the church, they are still asked those two questions, along with several others first posed by Wesley.
	Whether you’re a Methodist or not, don’t be put off by those questions. The phrase about going on to perfection wasn’t a Wesleyan invention; it comes right from Scripture. The author of Hebrews wrote, “Therefore let us go on toward perfection, leaving behind the basic teaching about Christ, and not laying again the foundation: repentance from dead works and faith toward God ...” (6:1). 
	The writer of Hebrews wasn’t suggesting that we abandon the basic teachings about Christ in the sense of rejecting them for something different. Rather he was saying that if we’re spending all our time talking about the basics of the faith — repentance and faith toward God — then we aren’t moving on toward perfection. And, of course, that connects to Jesus’ words in the Sermon on the Mount, where after commanding his followers to love their enemies, he added, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48).
	Scott Hamley, who serves a United Methodist Church in Seward, Pennsylvania, explains going on to perfection this way: “When Wesley was talking about Christian perfection, he didn’t mean absolute perfection. He meant more of a practical perfection, being perfected in love. He meant [people] could come to the place where they were so in love with God that they would not sin knowingly. He didn’t mean that a person could ever be without sin in this life, but rather without intentional sin. Sins of ignorance are always going to happen. We’re always going to do the wrong thing from time to time because we don’t know what the right thing is. We don’t have perfect knowledge. But Wesley believed it was possible that, by God’s grace, a believer could mature to the point where they would never sin on purpose.”
	Hamley also said, “By the way, Wesley was always suspicious of anyone who claimed to have reached Christian perfection. He denied that he himself had reached it. And perhaps that’s part of going on to perfection, to recognize that you aren’t there yet.”

He’s right; we’re not there yet. We’re unfinished. But against that, let’s hear Paul’s assertion in our Philippians reading: “I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ” (v. 6).
	“The day of Jesus Christ” in that verse refers to the time of Jesus’ second coming and is no doubt the reason that the lectionary committee selected this passage as the epistle reading for this Second Sunday of Advent, a season of the church year that both celebrates Jesus’ first coming, in the Incarnation and anticipates his second coming at the consummation of the age.
	But Paul’s point is, the completion point of the spiritual life is not until the end, and even then, it only comes with God’s help. In the meantime, however, we should not let the spiritual shortcomings in our lives derail us from going on toward perfection in love, from growing in Christ, from gaining spiritual maturity.
	In the Philippians passage, Paul goes on to say that his prayer for the believers in Philippi is that their “love may overflow more and more with knowledge and full insight to help [them] to determine what is best, so that in the day of Christ [they] may be pure and blameless, having produced the harvest of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God” (vv. 9-10). In other words, by the end of their journey, they will be completed in the full sense, with God’s help.
	The late C.S. Lewis wrote about this matter of God bringing us to perfection. He said that when we seek Christ’s help in being the person God wants us to be, Christ doesn’t settle for giving us just a little. 
As an illustration, Lewis explained that as a child, he often had toothaches and knew that if he told his mother, she’d give him an aspirin to deaden the pain for the night. But he wouldn’t tell her until the pain got really bad because he knew she’d also take him to the dentist the next day and he didn’t want that. “I wanted immediate relief from pain,” Lewis wrote, “but I could not get it without having my teeth set permanently right. And I knew those dentists; I knew they started fiddling about with all sorts of other teeth which had not yet begun to ache. They would not let sleeping dogs lie; if you gave them an inch they took it all.”
	Lewis went on to say that Christ is like the dentist. If we ask for his help to deal with something about which we are ashamed or which is spoiling our life, he will give it, but will not stop there, for he wants to make us perfect. Lewis pictures Christ saying “Make no mistake, if you let me, I will make you perfect. ... I will never rest, until you are literally perfect — until my Father can say without reservation that he is well pleased with you, as he is well pleased with me.” If you give Christ an inch, he’ll take it all.

But we are not perfect yet. Recognizing the unfinished nature of our practice of faith is a good thing. It should help us to:
· live life with humility, recognizing that we aren’t all that God intends for us to be. This humility should make us gracious and willing to listen in our dealings with others. 
· beware of certainty. The unfinished nature of our knowledge means that our opinions aren’t the last word on the topics of life. Some of our notions may even turn out to be “half-baked” — which is a synonym for unfinished.
· work on being perfect in love. We do that by saying yes as God reveals new things to us that need to be converted to go forward in our relationship with Christ and with others. Consistency in the Christian life is not usually the outcome of our initial commitment to Christ. Rather, it comes slowly and sometimes even painfully through subsequent submissions to God’s call. Receiving Christ is not the end of the spiritual journey, but the beginning.
· do the work of God now. Remember that although the Cathedral of Saint John the Divine is far from finished, ministry has been taking place there and from there almost since its beginning. Something similar can be true in our lives: We can be God’s person in good works, in acts of generosity and in faithfulness to the will of God as we understand it at this point.
· expect spiritual progress as we continue to seek God’s will. Remember that going on to perfection is not a DIY project. God helps us.
	Most of all, we should be hopeful. Remember that as each of us remains a faithful disciple committed to following Jesus, “the one who began a good work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ.”
	So whether we are Saint Fred the Unfinished or Saint Heather the Unfinished, or any other Christian under construction, let us go on to perfection.

Stan Purdum, Renee Johnson, Amy Seifert, Melanie Silva, Julie Western and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Going on to perfection is not a DIY project. God helps us.
· Verse 9, regarding love overflowing with full insight, suggests that our love ought to be expressed in ways that really help the recipient of that love. What does it mean to love wisely?
· Some argue that the word “perfection” has different meanings. The perfection of an object, for example, may refer to its form and beauty. Or, the word might refer to its functionality and utility. A drinking glass is perfect if it flawlessly holds water so that one can drink from it. If the glass has a crack allowing seepage, it is not perfect. It was created to be a drinking glass. A cracked glass is almost always thrown in the trash. As vessels ourselves, are we functioning as God created us to function? We may not be morally perfect, but it is possible that we’re functionally perfect, even as we move toward the “form” and “beauty” that is more pleasing to God.
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THE OTHER TEXTS
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Malachi 3:1-4
What Does the Text Say?
The word malachi in Hebrew means “my messenger” and may not be a proper name at all. Today’s reading is from the fourth of six oracles that make up the bulk of the book. Most of those oracles announce judgment against the priests in Jerusalem who have compromised the standards of their office as established in the Lord’s “covenant with Levi” (2:4). Today’s passage opens with the assurance that the Lord is sending “my messenger” (malachi) to prepare the way (v. 1). The messenger is never explicitly named, although in 4:5, God promises to send the prophet Elijah before the day of the Lord. Ordinarily, messengers in the ancient world did not prepare the way for a more important figure. Their job was to deliver messages sent by (and in the absence of) important figures. Even the explicit mention of preparing “the way of the LORD” in the wilderness (Isaiah 40:3) does not assign that task to a messenger, but rather, as we would expect, to the people themselves. Heralds, of course, announced the arrival of a genuine personage, and there is no obvious reason why that function could not also be assumed by messengers, as appears to be the case here. Malachi’s description of the lord-messenger as coming to “his temple” is bizarre, since the temple was never understood in ancient Israel as belonging to anyone except God. The language of this passage describing the messenger would, in classical biblical religion, more naturally fit descriptions of the deity, so the prophet appears to be making such a close identification between the deity and the messenger that they are virtually indistinguishable in function. This trend of exalting the messenger will find expression in the NT’s description of John the Baptist.  

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Making Preparations. It’s quite possible that many in your congregation are expecting out-of-town guests sometime over the holidays. When we expect guests, especially those who are going to stay for a while, and especially if the visit involves a mother-in-law, we want to make sure everything is right. So we spend a day or so getting the place ready. This is the theme for Advent. This period serves as a time during which we can get our hearts in readiness to receive the Savior. This is a penitential season. How will we prepare? 
*Homiletics has treated this text once. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Malachi in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Luke 1:68-79
What Does the Text Say?
Compared to Mary’s Magnificat (vv. 46-55), Zechariah’s Benedictus (vv. 68-79) is typically afforded a more modest role during Advent. Yet it is, arguably, the capstone of Luke 1. The validity of this claim is based on the way Luke wrote and divided Zechariah’s prophecy into two unmistakable sections. The first portion of the Benedictus (vv. 68-75) echoes Mary’s Magnificat and also resonates with Elizabeth’s words of thanksgiving. The connection to both Mary and Elizabeth is apparent in Zechariah’s opening declaration: “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, / for he has looked favorably on his people and redeemed them” (v. 68). On the one hand, Zechariah’s initial words of blessing are about the favor God has shown and will show to the nation of Israel, repeating a theme that Luke emphasizes in the early part of his gospel (cf. Luke 2:40, 52; 4:19; 7:16). On the other hand, Zechariah’s proclamation also concerns the favor God has shown to Elizabeth and Mary, two seemingly inconsequential Judean women. The second portion of the Benedictus (vv. 76-79) takes up the neighbors’ question, “What then will this child become?” (v. 66). As Luke narrates Zechariah’s answer, he loosely rehearses Gabriel’s previous announcement to Zechariah about John’s birth and Elizabeth’s greeting when Mary went to visit her. He also builds on a number of ancient prophetic expectations. Zechariah’s Benedictus is an anticipation of the entirety of Luke’s gospel as he narrates the events of Jesus’ life. For Jesus is, according to Luke, the one who rescues all people from darkness and “guides [their] feet into the way of peace.”

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Saved to Serve. The text is found in verse 74: “That we, being rescued from the hands of our enemies, might serve him without fear.” The benefits of being saved from any type of peril are numerous. When death and destruction seem certain, the joy when rescued must be unspeakable. Most of us have never had an experience like this in any literal sense. Find a story to tell about a person’s rescue from the very jaws of death. This joy, and the obvious benefits of such a salvation aside, Zachariah says that we have been saved to serve. Now that we have been lifted up out of the pit, now that our lives have been spared, we can live with a purpose and do so without fear. Our purpose is to “serve him.” During Advent, we might reassess our service. Have we lost sight of our essential mission? Don’t think life has meaning? The meaning of life is found in service to God. This is a ministry about which we need not fear.
*Homiletics has treated this text twice. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Luke in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Luke 3:1-6
What Does the Text Say?
The first portion of this passage (vv. 1-2a) provides the historical setting for the beginning of John the Baptist’s ministry. Luke identifies several Roman and Jewish figures that would have been recognized by his readers. Tiberius was the Roman emperor from 14 to 37 A.D. Pontius Pilate was the Roman governor of Judea from 26-36 A.D. Herod (Antipas) and Philip were half-brothers and sons of Herod the Great. They acted as regional rulers or tetrarchs well into the 30s A.D. after their father’s death in 4 B.C. Both Annas and Caiaphas served as high priest, a role subject to Roman approval and appointment during the first century A.D. Annas served first (6-15 A.D.) and was the father-in-law of Caiaphas, the official high priest (18-36/7 A.D.) during John’s and Jesus’ ministries.  
	As with the ancient prophets “the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness.” Having been prompted by God, John “went into all the region around Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins” (v. 3). For Luke, God was the agent behind John’s proclamation just as the Lord had been the one to inspire the renowned orators of the past. In particular, the book of Isaiah, which had anticipated these events, shed light on John’s message of “baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.” In the words of Isaiah, when John declared “the word of God” (i.e., “a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins”) he was “Preparing the way of the Lord, / making his paths straight” so “all flesh [could] see the salvation of God” (vv. 4b, 6) that was about to be revealed through Jesus.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Prepare, Welcome and Repent. The OT text urges us to get ready for the coming of the Messenger. The Benedictus in Luke 1 would seem to announce the Messenger’s imminent arrival and thus encourage us to welcome this Messenger. And in this text, we are introduced to the Forerunner, John the Baptist, who announces the need to repent. So, on the Second Sunday of Advent, we have many of the Advent themes announced: preparing for the coming of the Christ child, welcoming the Christ child and repenting of sin. 
*Homiletics has treated this four times. Go to HomileticsOnline.com. Select Luke in the Scripture Search drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
Working on perfection? Here are two lists of qualities people dislike when they find them in others. One respondent to an online query wrote that he disliked people who were dishonest, disingenuous, narcissistic, intolerant, whiners, spineless, immoral, unfair, shirkers and irresponsible.
	Another respondent listed these traits: stubborn ignorance, gossiping / badmouthing, unproductive, dishonesty, apathy, boring, crowd follower, overly competitive, impatient, pretentious / arrogant, lack of self-awareness, condescending. 
—For more, see “What are the top 10 qualities that you dislike in people?” quora.com. Retrieved July 2, 2018.

##

No, my God’s not done
Making me a masterpiece
He’s still working on me
He started something good and I’m gonna believe it
He started something good and he’s gonna complete it
So I’ll celebrate the truth
His work in me ain’t through
I’m just unfinished.
—“Unfinished,” sung by Mandisa, genius.com. 

## 

	See the song “God’s Not Finished with Me Yet,” which even includes a reference to Philippians 1:6.  youtube.com/watch?v=AGDEOp2LrkY. 

##

Do you agree with this view from an article in Psychology Today? “The closest thing to perfection is in the ability to be fully present. Without any distracting thoughts, measuring or grading ourselves, we’re free to really be in the moment. It’s in that moment that we’re truly alive. Yet, the perfectionist isn’t typically present as they’re busy either critiquing the past and replaying their every decision or worrying about the future. So you see the perfectionist is never really present. Isn’t that ironic?
“The pursuit of perfection limits our ability to be present and literally robs us of the vitality of life. It is unachievable, unimaginable and frankly undesirable, so why pursue it? Your time would be far better spent in delving into how to heal the insecurity that catalyzed the desire for perfection in the first place. Perfection is a terribly misplaced goal and most often a compensation for what really troubles us.”
—Mel Schwartz, “The problem with perfection,” Psychology Today, psychologytoday.com, November 30, 2008. Retrieved July 2, 2018.

##

	For a list of 10 famous structures that were never finished, see “10 most famous unfinished buildings” by MJ Alba, listverse.com, May 14, 2013. Retrieved June 5, 2018.

##

	If you don’t believe in God, it may help to remember this great line of Geneen Roth’s: “Awareness is learning to keep yourself company.” And then learn to be more compassionate company, as if you were somebody of whom you are fond and whom you wish to encourage. I doubt that you would read a close friend's early efforts and, in his or her presence, roll your eyes and snicker. I doubt that you would pantomime sticking your finger down your throat. I think you might say something along the lines of, “Good for you. We can work out some of the problems later, but for now, full steam ahead!”
―Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life (Anchor Books, 1995).

##

[In his book] Mayflower, Nathaniel Philbrick gives a riveting account of the Pilgrims’ crossing of the Atlantic Ocean in 1620 and subsequent colonization in New England. 
During the journey across the Atlantic a young indentured servant named John Howland stepped onto the deck of the Mayflower during a horrific gale. Listen to what happened next: “The Mayflower lurched suddenly to leeward. Howland stumbled to the ship’s rail and tumbled into the sea. … That should have been the end of him. But dangling over the side and trailing behind the ship was the topsail halyard, the rope used to raise and lower the upper sail. Howland was in his mid-twenties and strong, and when his hand found the halyard, he gripped the rope with such feral desperation that even though he was pulled down more than ten feet below the ocean’s surface, he never let go. Several sailors took up the halyard and hauled Howland back in, finally snagging him with a boat hook and dragging him up onto the deck. … A puritan believed everything happened for a reason. … The salvation of John Howland … occurred because God had made it so” (32-33).
You may think at this point that I’ll encourage you to hold onto your faith that God will finish the work of salvation he has begun in your life just like John Howland held onto that halyard, but no. God’s work of salvation does not depend on whether or not you hold onto your faith; it depends on the fact that even if you can’t hold onto your faith, he never stops holding onto you.
That’s why Paul wrote to the Thessalonians: “May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do this” (1 Thessalonians 5:23-24). Philippians 1:6 assures us that we can be confident in God, because he has begun the work of salvation in our lives in Jesus Christ, and he will complete that work on the day Jesus returns.
—Dave Johnson, Sermon: “God always finishes what he starts,” Christ Episcopal Church, Charlottesville, Virginia, December 6, 2009. Retrieved July 2, 2018.

##

Human beings have flaws. Some say it’s a part of what makes us human. Objects also can have design flaws, even things that we use every day.
	One internet site ponders the following enigmas:
1. Most appliances or devices requiring electricity have a cord that nicely plugs into a wall socket. But not our smartphones, laptops, iPads and other such devices. They all have their own unique cords so that you have a pile of cords, adapters and plugins cluttering your backpack.
2. Vacuum cleaners make more noise than a six-lane freeway.
3. Many cup holders in cars cannot be removed for washing and cleaning. No wonder that they soon get to be so grody and yucky.
4. Venetian blinds. Who hasn’t had to deal with messed-up cords and strings? 
5. Toilet paper rolls that do not require shredding two or three layers before getting the roll started.
6. Plastic shampoo packets in hotel rooms that cannot be opened with wet, soapy hands.
7. “Push here to open.” Usually “pushing here” does not open the carton or box. When you do push hard enough to open, you also shred the box top.
—For more, see “30 most baffling design flaws of popular products,” cracked.com. January 22, 2014. Retrieved July 2, 2018.

##

It’s called the “Road to Nowhere,” and it cost more than $25 million to build. Alaska’s Gravina Island Highway is a 3.2-mile-long, two-lane road that was supposed to connect Ketchikan International Airport, located on Gravina Island, with the city of Ketchikan. It ends in a cul-de-sac near the water’s edge.
	The road ends at the place where a $398 million bridge was supposed to be built. Plans for the bridge were canceled amidst a political furor that labeled the costly project as an example of wasteful Congressional “pork” spending.
	Funds for the Gravina Island Highway had already been disbursed, however, and Alaska governor Sarah Palin decided to build the road anyway, even though it is useless without the bridge.
	The Road to Nowhere later became an issue in Governor Palin’s unsuccessful campaign to become vice-president, running alongside Sen. John McCain.
—“Gravina Island bridge,” Wikipedia.org. Retrieved June 6, 2018.

##

	The Winchester Mystery House is a tourist attraction in San Jose, California. It was once the personal residence of Sarah Winchester, who inherited 50 percent ownership of the Winchester firearms company from her husband. Her inherited fortune of over $20 million, plus an income of $1,000 a day (more than $25,000 in today’s money) made her one of the richest women in the world.
	Sarah devoted the next 38 years, and a large portion of her fortune, to constructing additions to her house. She followed a haphazard plan that made sense only to her, according to her idiosyncratic belief that, by continuing construction, she would somehow escape the ill effects of a curse. The house contains quirky features like hidden rooms and stairways that go nowhere.
	When Sarah died in 1922 at around 81 years of age, the house was still unfinished.
—“Winchester mystery house,” Wikipedia.org. Retrieved June 6, 2018.

##

	Success is not final;
	Failure is not fatal;
	It is the courage to carry on that counts.
—Often incorrectly attributed to Winston Churchill, this quotation is actually from a Budweiser beer advertising campaign from the 1930s. “Winston Churchill,” Wikiquote.org. Retrieved June 6, 2018.

##

	Hope begins in the dark, the stubborn hope that if you just show up and try to do the right thing, the dawn will come. You wait and watch and work: you don’t give up.
—Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life (Anchor Books, 1995), xxiii.

##

	Life only demands from you the strength you possess. Only one feat is possible — not to have run away.
—Dag Hammarskjöld, Markings (Random House, 1982), 4.

Commentary
Philippians 1:3-11

Known as one of Paul’s most positive letters, the epistle to the Philippians paints the picture of a loving and supportive relationship between Paul and his readers. Verses 3-11 of the first chapter, the epistolary thanksgiving and prayer, set the tone for this letter and introduce many of the important themes. These words indicate not only the strong and long-lasting bond between Paul and the Philippians, but also their mutual trust in the faithfulness of God.
Following his customary salutation, Paul issues his thanks to God. His reason for thanksgiving is every remembrance he has of the Philippians. Although grammatically this could be rendered as Paul’s thankfulness concerning the Philippians’ remembrance of him, specifically the gift they sent to him (4:10-20), based upon his use of this phrase in other letters, it seems more likely that he is thankful every time he brings the Philippians to mind. The tone of his expression for them even becomes a bit hyperbolic. Always, in every one of his prayers for all of them, he has reason to praise God. Moreover, his prayers for the Philippians are not times of struggles and tears, but he voices them with joy. In other places, Paul indicates the frequency of his prayerful mentions of other addressees (Romans 1:9; 1 Thessalonians 1:2; Philemon 4), but here he especially highlights not just the repetition but the joy his memories of the Philippians bring.
As Paul has indicated when he gives thanks to God — every time he thinks of the Philippians — he now tells why. He gives thanks to God because the Philippians have consistently shared in the gospel from the first day until the present. Later in the letter, Paul will remind them that they were the only church to share with him after he left Macedonia (4:15). This gift took place following the beginning of the gospel. This seems to indicate that after they heard the gospel for the first time, they showed their true participation in it by sharing with Paul. The Philippians, however, were not seeds that sprouted up quickly and then perished in the heat of the sun. They not only gave Paul a gift at the beginning, but their involvement with the gospel also continued until the present time. This is not due to some inner tenacity of the Philippians, but, in Paul’s view, is the work of God. Paul is confident that just as God began and continued their faith, God will bring it to completion by the Day of Jesus Christ. This statement seems to be evidence of an early Christian appropriation of the OT expectation of the Day of the Lord, in which Jesus Christ will act as the judge of all (1:10; 2:16; 3:10; 1 Corinthians 1:8-9).
Paul goes on to indicate why it is right for him to be so thankful for the Philippians and so confident about their progress. His first reason is the deep connection he has with them; he holds them in his heart. The second reason is a clearer explication of the nature of the fellowship the Philippians have held with him since the beginning. In his imprisonment, in his defense and in the confirmation of the gospel, the Philippians have been sharers of grace with him. In the midst of difficult times — Paul is still in prison at the time he is writing (1:13) — and in the midst of supreme confidence in the victory of the gospel (see also 1:12-18), the Philippians have stood by Paul. He closes with a strong assertion, backed by a call to God to serve as his witness, that Paul longs for the Philippians with the compassion of Jesus Christ. This verb is often used to express longing or missing someone. In his imprisonment, Paul is very thankful for all the Philippians have done for him, and he trusts that God will continue to build up their faith. Nonetheless, Paul still desperately misses his friends.
The depth of the friendship has been clearly established in Paul’s thanksgiving section; now he moves to articulate a prayer for the congregation in Philippi. Paul’s prayer is a list of things that crescendoes to the glory and praise of God. He begins by praying that their love increase more and more in knowledge and discernment. This discernment will allow them to determine what things are most necessary. When they are able to decide between the important and unimportant in life, they will move toward being blameless and pure in the Day of Christ. Through Jesus Christ, they will become full of the fruit of righteousness, which will praise and glorify God. It is interesting that Paul expresses a similar confidence about the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 1:7-9), about whom he has much to correct. For Paul, whether the believers are intimate participants in every aspect of his ministry or in need of serious scolding, his confidence remains in God who begins and will complete the development of righteousness in the lives of the members of his congregations.
The Philippians gave Paul some sort of material support after he shared the gospel with them, but they seemed also to give of themselves in order to nurture their relationship with Paul. These beginning verses of the letter are evidence of a deep friendship that is rooted in the gospel of Jesus Christ. Paul loves the Philippians deeply, but he does not idolize them. They have been excellent sharers in his work of the gospel, but they are not perfect. Like Paul, they have not yet finished the race and attained perfection (3:12); Paul still has prayers for their growth and maturation. This friendship recognizes the good, but does not settle there. Instead, this friendship seeks betterment for both Paul and the Philippians. This deep love and desire for improvement is possible because it is rooted in God. In addition, Paul here shows evidence of an interesting dialectic between trust and humility. Paul is extremely confident that God will perfect the Philippians, but he does not allow this confidence to lead into laxity. Instead, he continues to pray for their increased discernment and perfection. Paul’s friendship with the Philippians is grounded in his hope in the God who is working in both of their lives.
*Additional commentary on this text can be found at HomileticsOnline.com (Scripture Search).

Conversation with the Children:																	Philippians 1:3-11
Gather the children around a small table. On the table is a small jigsaw puzzle. Perhaps it is a 100-piece puzzle. The puzzle is almost complete. Point out to the children that four or five pieces need to be put in. Help the children complete the puzzle. However, you will soon discover that one piece is missing! What do we do when there is a piece missing to a puzzle? We look for it. Show them the missing piece and let one of the children place it in the final spot so that the puzzle is finished. Tell them you want to talk to them about things that are unfinished and finished. When they are done reading a book, are they done with reading? No, of course not. It’s just time to find another book. Do they have brothers and sisters or cousins or friends who have finished high school? What will some of them do? Go to college or get a job. And when they are done with high school or college are they done learning? No, there’s always something to learn. We, too, are always growing and always learning. Close with a prayer: “Dear God, thank you for showing us how to learn and grow. Thank you for accepting us as we are and always inviting us to grow. Amen.”

Worship Resources

Litanies — Advent
Lighting the Second Advent Candle
Leader: The second candle is the candle of PEACE. Peace is the gift of God, the assurance that we are right with him.
People: It was of peace the angels sang as their great light filled the heavens and the shepherds learned of the Christmas gift of God in Jesus Christ.
Leader: Jesus told us that the peace he gives us is a peace which can be found in no other place, from no other one. It is wholeness, health, life itself.
People: Jesus Christ is our Peace: Peace on earth, God now come to earth, good will to those with whom he is pleased. God, make us peaceful. Amen.

Prayers of Confession — Advent 
God of peace, who sent light into the world in the coming of Jesus Christ: We confess that we have not followed the light given to us. We have not searched for signs of your love, or trusted the goodness of your good news. We have failed to praise your Son’s birth as we have refused his peace on earth. We have expected little and hoped for less. Forgive our doubt, and renew in us all fine desires so we may watch and wait and once more hear the glad story of the Prince of Peace, Jesus Christ the Lord. Amen.

Hymns
It Came Upon a Midnight Clear
To a Maid Engaged to Joseph
People, Look East

Praise 
Not That Far from Bethlehem
Do You Hear What I Hear?
He’s Still Workin’ on Me (Gaither)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The Praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Second Sunday of Advent, Cycle C
Malachi 3:1-4*
Luke 1:68-79*
Philippians 1:3-11*
Luke 3:1-6*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.






