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Do you like receiving correspondence? 
 
Not mass mailings. 
 Or those funny email forwards. 
  But personal notes from family or friends. 
 
The simple fact 
 That someone has taken the time 
  To write a note,  
   Or type an email 
 
On its own means that someone cares about you. 
 
And then there’s the anticipation 
 About the intent of the communication, 
  The news that will be shared. 
 
If you enjoy receiving mail, 
 You’ll be interested to know 
  That there are a number of letters 
   Included in your Bible. 
 
 
Today we are starting a short series 
 That explores one of these letters. 
  One that was written by the apostle Paul 
   To the church at Philippi.  
 
We encountered Philippi in our Bible lesson a couple weeks ago. 
 [That story about Paul and Silas being tossed into jailed 
  And miraculously released!] 
 
Philippi was a city in northern Greece, 
 Its church was the first church in Greece, 
  The first Christian community on European soil. 
 
Paul planted that church during his second missionary journey. 
 And he wrote to them,  

as he wrote to other churches 
   To keep in contact 

 and encourage their fledgling faith. 
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Of all Paul’s letters, 
Paul’s letter to the Philippians 

Is particularly cheerful. 
 
Cheerful despite Paul’s personal circumstances. 

Paul is yet again in prison, 
  This time, likely in Rome. 
 
But despite his chains, 

Paul is in good spirits.  
  And it has a lot to do with  
   That church he had planted in Philippi. 
 
Today’s Bible reading only covers  
 The introduction of Paul’s letter, 
  Some opening words of commendation, gratitude, and hope 
   That we might be tempted to skip over. 
 
And yet Paul’s intro is worthy our contemplation. 
 For at the very outset of his letter 
  Paul speaks about the Philippians identity and their destiny. 

And by extension, our identity and destiny: 
 
The letter begins: 

Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, 
To all God’s holy people in Christ Jesus at Philippi…” 

 
Paul addresses his letter to ‘God’s holy people in Christ Jesus at Philippi”. 
 I prefer the rendering provided by the old King James Version: 
  “to all the saints in Christ Jesus which are at Philippi”. 
 
Paul claims that in Christ we are saints. 
  
This may lead you to think 
 That these people are Philippi 
  are extraordinary individuals. 
 
When someone today says ‘saint’ today  

they likely speaking of someone  
  who is exceptional in their kindness or devotion. 
 
Like the man our church moderator mentioned 

When he spoke to us the others day, 
The man retired as an elder after 60? years of service. 
 

Or like the woman has cheerfully volunteered at the foodbank 
 For the past 30 years. 
 
So is that what Paul is talking about  
 When he calls the Philippians saints? Are they all exceptional people? 
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Not likely. 
 I mean every community has exceptional people. 
  But Paul calls them ALL saints. 
 
What seems important to note 
 Is that Paul calls them saints in Christ Jesus 

In this way Paul is locating their sainthood 
 In Jesus’ character and accomplishments. 

 
Paul is drawing on the Old Testament use of the term 

Where being a saint is not so much about our own efforts 
 But God’s choice. 

 
 
 
Think back to the Old Testament book of Exodus. 

In Exodus God addresses Israel as his people, "a holy nation". 
 They are saints because God has claimed them 
  And bound them to himself in covenant 

 
Not because they have proved themselves 

As particularly worthy or honorable.i 
 
In calling the Philippians saints 
 Paul is reminding them, and us by extension 

 that we have been chosen 
   and set apart for God’s purposes. 
 
But God’s choice doesn’t negate our own participation. 
 
The consequence of God’s choice  
 Is an invitation to grow up into this saint-like identity 
  And nurture those qualities that make us more like Jesus. 
 
Following Paul’s salutation, 
 He notes how this has been happening at Philippi. 
  Paul praises God for the ways that the Philippians have been  
   Sharing in the Gospel with him. 
 
Later in the letter it is explained  
 That the community has been providing Paul with financial support 
  Both in his earlier travels  

and now during his imprisonment.ii 
 
 
It is also possible 
 That their ‘sharing’ with Paul 
  Includes enduring similar suffering 
   for professing the Christian faith.iii 
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Paul rejoices in the way the Philippians have shown solidarity with him 
 In his mission-work and his imprisonment. 
   
Paul has seen them growing up into their God-given identities. 
 And Paul is concerned that they reach their final destiny 
  Of becoming through and through  
   the ‘holy people’ that God called them out to be. 
 
How will they do this? 
 Listen to Paul’s prayer: 
 
“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 for the day of Christ,  
filled with the fruit of righteousness  

that comes through Jesus Christ...”iv 
 
For these saints 
 To grow into their ‘sainthood’ 
  They will need to grow in love. 
 
“Not a love that is sentimental and easy… 

not a love that shrinks from truth-telling  
and tough engagements;  

 
but a love that is joined to knowing and understanding,  

to probing and discerning,  
 
to putting itself to the test  

in real-life situations  
and making moral choices in matters that count.v  

 
Paul is praying that they will 
 Acquire a wise and daring love. 
 
Not a small order, is it? 

I mean we know how hard it is  
  To say what needs to be said 
   In a way that is also kind and gentle: 

Words that will “guard each man's dignity  
and save each man's pride.”vi 

 
It’s much easier to keep quiet 
 And just hope that things will sort themselves out 
  On their own. 
 
We know how hard it is to truly help others in trying situations. 
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Yes, it is easiest to give people what they want, 
 What they are asking for. 
 
But we know that we don’t always know 
 What is best for us. 
 
What sometimes seems to be an act of kindness 
 Can ultimately disempower a person.  
 
Wise love is difficult. 
 So how can we ensure that we will grow 
  In this direction? 
 
Even if we are intent on cultivating a smarter sort of love,  
 How can we expect to ever obtain it?  
 
What Paul assures the Philippians 
 And what Paul assures us  
  Is that God who has set us apart 
   In Christ will continue to work among us. 
 
Paul declares boldly: “I am confident of this,  

that the one who began a good work among you  
will bring it to completion…”.vii 

 
Paul’s confidence in that community reaching their destiny   

of becoming through and through 
 The saints that they have been named in Jesus 

   It is rooted in the power and purposes of God. 
 
PAUSE 
 
A number of years ago I attended the annual  

BC Leadership Prayer Breakfast in Vancouver. 
 
The guest speaker was the now retired retired senator  

and Canadian Forces lieutenant-general Romeo Dallaire. 
 
 
Dallaire is most famous 
 For being the Commander of the small  
  United Nations peacekeeping force that  
   Was on the ground in Kigali  

during the Rwandan Genocide. 
 
While bureaucratic ineptitude 
 And public indifference prevented a foreseeable disaster 
  Dallaire’s is credited with directly saving the lives of 32,000 people.viii 
 
Dallaire must be a pretty incredible person, right? You might even call him a saint. 
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Well let me share a story 
 He told to those who had gathered… 
 
One day in the middle of that conflict 

Dallaire was in his military compound. 
 
He was spying through the shuttered blinds 

In his office window. 
(They were closed to guard against sniper fire.) 

He was watching for the rebel forces 
And waiting for them to attack. 

 
He knew his outpost would quickly be overwhelmed. 
 That their ammunition would only last a few minutes. 
  The only question was when. 
 
He was feeling overwhelmed, 
 And despair was flooding in. 

And yet as he peeked through the blinds, 
He felt a gentle breeze fill the room, 

gently kissing his face. 
 
In that moment he felt new resources of strength and courage. 
 He found a new desire to lead the men who serving with him  
  And to protect the people  

who had come to him looking for refuge. [you might call this a wise and courageous love.] 
   
Dallaire didn’t say he dug down deep 
 And dredged up some more resilience. 
 
No, he said he encountered a force of goodness, 
 A force that we know as God’s spirit. 
 
That same Spirit that was active in his life at that moment. 
 Is active in our lives as well 

so that we can become the people 
   God needs for this time and this place. 
 
People who in overflowing in a smarter kind of love 
 making difficult but good choices, 
  saying challenging but necessary words. 
 
May we embrace our destiny 

and become in every way 
the ‘saints’ we are named in Jesus Christ. Amen.   

 
i See Exodus 19:6 and also: Fee, Gordon D. (2010-05-05). Philippians (The Ivp New Testament Commentary Series) (p. 41). Intervarsity Press - A. Kindle Edition; Fred B. Craddock Philippians 12 
ii Philippians 4:18 
iii All this talk of joy may suggest that not just Paul, but the Philippians are going through a time of difficulty 
iv Philippians 1:9-11 NIV 
v Fred B. Craddock Philippians 21 
vi Peter Scholtes “They'll Know We Are Christians By Our Love”. 
vii Philippians 1:6 NRSV 
viii See “Roméo Dallaire” Wikipedia 


