Philippians 1:3-11 (2)
What Really Matters
WRCoB 5.25.25

Paul loved this church in Philippi.
He really did.

He had this deep connection
For the people of this new church
That he was instrumental in forming
For it was at the very beginning
Paul, Silas, Timothy and Luke
Traveled to Philippi to share the Gospel.
And on a Sabbath
They had gone down to the river
Where they met a women’s prayer group.
They sat down and Paul shared the story of Jesus Christ.
One of the women was named Lydia
She was so moved by Paul’'s testimony
That right then and right there
She confessed her love for Jesus and was baptized
And thus, began the sweet fellowship Paul so loved
Now, some time later, Paul is in Rome under house arrest.

Hearing of this, the church became quite concerned.

So much so, that they sent one of their own, Epaphroditus
On the difficult journey to Rome from northern Greece
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He bore a gift from the church
And was sent to minister to Paul
During his forced confinement.
A prime example of this “partnership in the Gospel”.
But now they hear that Epaphroditus was extremely ill.

This caused the church more stress and anxiety.

Here is their beloved Pastor Paul imprisoned
And now their deacon, Epaphroditus, is deathly sick.

With the absence of their pastor and head deacon
Imagine the congregation’s worry

“‘What's the church going to do without Paul?”
‘I don’t think we can survive without him.”

“Who’s going to lead us? Who’s going to teach us?"
“‘Who’s going to marry and bury us?”

“Without a doubt, our attendance will drop without a pastor?”

Maybe these are questions going through your minds
As you anticipate time without a pastor.

These are anxieties churches experience
When a pastor leaves a congregation,

Particularly a congregation like Philippi
Which Paul himself had helped to start.

This is the context in which Paul wrote his letter.
This was why Paul’s letter is so personal and pastoral.
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Philippians 1:8 NLT
God knows how much I love you and long for you with
the tender compassion of Christ Jesus.

Paul’s love for them leads him to pray very specifically
For the things that really matters for the church
Not only for survival but for its flourishing.

Philippians 1:9 NLT

| pray that your love will overflow more and more, and
that you will keep on growing in knowledge and
understanding.

And that is indeed my prayer for you.

| have grown to love West Richmond
Grown to care for you and your future.

| pray your love for one another will grow
And that your love will embrace the new folks
God is bringing to you.

Over the past seven years, | have come to realize
That West Richmond is good at
Acknowledging and welcoming first-time folk.

You're friendly and welcoming on a Sunday morning
And | admire your receptivity of visitors.

But, let me speak honestly
From a heart that loves this church

I've also observed that we're sometimes
Not as intentional as we could be
In truly incorporating new folk
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Involving them into the deeper fabric of church life
And into our lives apart from Sunday worship.

it looks something like this
conversations after church that gravitae
Towards your close friends or family.

Or during potlucks, when the newer folk
Sit alone at the back tables
While the long-term people sit together.

It's often unintentional, perhaps born out of habit
Or just not thinking to extend an invitation to sit together.

But the result can be that someone new
Who longs for more connection
Continues to feel on the periphery.

This is where that prayer for love
To abound in "knowledge and insight"
Becomes so practical.

When our love is informed by a greater knowledge
Of those who are new among us
And insight into how to bridge those gaps
We can make a real difference.

Your love for each other is evident
And | pray that this discerning, inclusive love you share
Will increasingly flow over to those
God is bringing through our doors.
| also pray that your love for the church might grow
That your dedication and commitment will deepen
And strengthen your service to the church
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West Richmond needs your gifts of leadership
And your volunteerism for so many areas of church life

From administrative duties as in our Leadership Team
To serving on any of our committees
For helping in our outreach projects
And just plain helping out wherever one is needed.

West Richmond needs all of you
From Sunday morning worship to Friday night movies.

It is a part of our call to follow Christ
To fully participate in church life.

| pray as you continue to love one another and the church

That in your worship, Bible study, and service
You continue to grow in knowledge and understanding.

But in practical terms, what does this look like?

Growing in knowledge isn't just about
Accumulating Bible facts, as important as those are.

Like someone who spent his whole life in Bible study
Only to end up knowing the most trivial of facts
Without getting the message of God'’s love in Jesus

Growing in knowledge also concerns
Getting to know each other more
Our personal stories, our needs, and gifts.

It's taking the time to sit and listen
To truly see and understand the people
Who make up West Richmond.
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And growing in what Paul calls
‘all kinds of insight' or discernment
Helps us to be empathetic in our interactions.

It's a process of learning when to speak and when to listen
How to offer support that truly helps
How to gently challenge when needed

And how to truly include, involve, and incorporate
One another into the fabric of our shared life.

This is how love becomes truly effective
In building community and reflecting Christ to the world.

Now, how do we nurture
This kind of knowledgeable and discerning love?

Personal and corporate faith must not remain static.
It must be dynamic.

It must constantly change and grow
Constantly challenging assumptions

It must always question status quo
And affirm the dynamic qualities of faith
In an ever-changing world.

Growth in the Christian faith has to be stimulated.

That is why Sunday school and Bible study
And prayer and study groups are so vital in church life.

That is why regular personal devotions
And regular attendance in corporate worship
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Creates new growth and understanding in the Christian faith.

That is why getting out and meeting the needs of people
Walking in solidarity with the marginalized
Will help us to grow in “all kinds of insight”.

~

But my ultimate prayer for you
Is that your love for Jesus might overflow more and more.

Because no church will survive built around the pastor.
The church has to be built on the foundation of Jesus Christ.
Pastors will come and go
Some will stay for a short period
Others might stay longer

Some might even overstay their welcome!

But the church is the church
Built on the rock the builders rejected

Preachers will come and go, but you always have Christ.

People might say, without a pastor
West Richmond’s attendance will drop

Brothers and sisters, prove them wrong.

People might say, now that the pastor’s gone
Church members will drift away.

Church, prove them wrong.

People might say, the theological differences in the church
Will come to a head and split the church.
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Please, prove them wrong.
Churches will not survive if their focus isn’t on Jesus.

But | am absolutely convinced
The church will flourish if she seeks Jesus at every turn
And emulate him in every word, thought and deed.

And when your love for Jesus overflows
It naturally will empower
And shape your love for one another
And for the world.

The more we are centered on Jesus
The more Christ’s love flows through us
To build up the body and build the kingdom.
| believe there are two things absolutely essential
For a church to not just survive, but to truly thrive.

The first, as we've said, is Jesus Christ
He is the foundation, the head, the very life of the church.

The second is a singular, compelling purpose.

| believe that purpose is glorifying God in all we do
And being intent on making disciples of Jesus Christ.

And when a church is truly captured
By that magnificent, God-given purpose
It changes everything

it shapes our priorities, fuels our passion,
And unites our efforts.



More on that in my closing sermon next week
As we look together at what it means
To be filled with the “fruit of righteousness”
That comes through Jesus Christ.
Last week, we focused on remembering
And the love and gratitude
That came from our work together

This week, | wanted to open our eyes
To the need to focus on Jesus as our primary concern
And less on being pastorless in the coming months.

Next week, by God’s grace
We will finish by looking forward in confidence

That God who had done a good work in you
Will carry it on to completion.



