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“Our Partnership in the Gospel” 

Philippians 1:2-11 

Second Sunday in Advent + December 5, 2021 

Dear Friends in Christ, 

 We have been called to part of various partnerships.  St. John’s and St. 

Luke’s have been partners for over 51 years.  Trinity and St. John’s have been 

partners for over 47 years.  These partnerships have been a blessing to many, 

including me personally and to my family.  Indeed, I have been blessed to be a 

partner with you here at St. John’s and St. Luke’s for almost 34 years.  Here as 

Paul begins his thank-you letter to the Philippians, he says that he thanks God 

every time he remembers the Christians at Philippi because of their partnership 

in the Gospel.  In the text he speaks of this partnership in the past, in the 

present, and in the future.  This partnership gives him—and us--(1) gratitude 

for the past, (2) strength for the present, and (3) confidence for the future.  May 

God the Holy Spirit speak to our hearts as we consider the words of the text.  

-- I – 

 The partnership for which Paul gives thanks had its beginning in the past.   

He thanks God every time he remembers the Philippians church “because of 

your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now” (v.5).  You can 

read about the first day of the work of the Gospel of Jesus Christ in Philippi in 

Acts 16.  Paul was on his second missionary journey when he had a vision at 

night of a man from Macedonia—part of Greece today—pleading with Paul, 

“Come over … and help us” (Acts 16:9).  Paul, Silas, Luke, and Timothy 

concluded that the Lord was calling them to preach the Gospel there.  It was 

the first time Paul set foot on the continent of Europe—a very important step 

for those many of us who trace our ancestry to the people of Europe.  Once 

there, Philippi was the first town where they were received favorably.  Luke’s 

eyewitness account says, “We remained in this city some days.  And on the 

Sabbath day we went outside the gate to the riverside, where we supposed there 

was a place of prayer, and we sat down and spoke to the women who had come 

together.  One who heard us was a woman named Lydia, from the city of 

Thyatira, a seller of purple goods, who was a worshiper of God. The Lord 

opened her heart to pay attention to what was said by Paul.  And after she was 
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baptized, and her household as well, she urged us, saying, ‘If you have judged 

me to be faithful to the Lord, come to my house and stay.’ And she prevailed 

upon us” (Acts 16:12-15).  So, Lydia opened up her home to the missionary 

team.  That was the beginning of a long and fruitful partnership between the 

Apostle Paul and the brothers and sisters in the faith at Philippi. 

 Really, however, this “partnership” extends back even further.  The word 

translated “partnership” is part of a wonderful family of words that is 

translated with words like “sharing,” “fellowship,” “having things in common” 

(such as the early Christians in Jerusalem who shared their physical belongings 

with everyone who had need),  “close relationship,” even “communion” (1 

Corinthians 10:16), referring to the Lord’s Supper, emphasizing the fact that in 

the blessed sacrament He shares with us His very body and blood, enabling us 

to ‘commune’ with Him and thus bringing about a communion or sharing in 

Christ’s body and blood with each other.  The word can even be translated 

“contribution” when it refers to the tangible sharing of monetary gifts with 

those in need (Romans 15:26).    In the ancient world this word was often used 

for the marital relationship as the most intimate between human beings.   

 Our partnership in the Gospel is much more than a business proposition, 

like some “I’ll scratch your back and you scratch my back” arrangement.  It is 

a true unity with Christ, receiving the gifts that He freely shares with us, and 

then sharing with others the blessings He has given to us.  Being a part of this 

partnership teaches us to ask ourselves, “How have I (we) been blessed?  What 

has God given to me (us) in the name of Jesus the Savior?  What does my 

neighbor need?  How can I help him?  What does my friend lack—and what do 

I have that I can share with her?”  Those are some of the questions that being 

part of this partnership teaches us to ask, both with regards to ourselves and 

with regards to our churches.  No wonder we call it “the communion of saints.” 

 When this sharing is the real thing, it comes from fellowship with God 

Himself.  It is fellowship in the Gospel, the Good News of what Jesus Christ, the 

Son of God, has shared with us.  The Book of Hebrews uses similar terms when 

it says, “Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself 

likewise partook of the same things, that through death he might destroy the 

one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who 
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through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery” (Hebrews2:14-15).  

Think of it!  We have flesh and blood and were subject to death because of sin.  

Jesus, the very Son of God, became one of us!  When He was conceived by the 

Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary, He took to Himself flesh of our flesh 

and bone of our bone.  He also took on Himself all our sin and guilt from the 

beginning of the world to the end.  He paid for this guilt in full by His death on 

the cross.  He rose again in triumph with that very body to prove His victory 

over death and the grave.  What a remarkable sharing!  He took from us all 

that was bad—sin, guilt, punishment, eternal hell—and gave to us all that was 

good—forgiveness for our sins, righteousness to cover our guilt, life that will 

never end.  And now, triumphant at the right hand of the Father, He continues 

to send out spokesmen to deliver the gifts that He has won for us, which call us 

to, and give us, fellowship with God Himself!  In his First Letter the Apostle 

John says, “That which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that 

you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the 

Father and with his Son Jesus Christ” (1 John 1:3).  Through the means of 

Grace, the word and Baptism and Holy Communion, Christ continues to share 

with us, even as we share with Him our sins and problems.  Confession and 

Absolution is a sort of fellowship, or sharing with Christ.  We share with Him 

our sins through the act of confession, and He shares with us His forgiveness 

and righteousness through the pronouncement of the absolution.   

---  II  --- 

 God continues to bless and strengthen our Gospel partnerships today.  

Paul also speaks about his partnership with the Philippians in the present.  He 

says, “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” (v.7).  

The Christians at Philippi shared with Paul in his imprisonment.  They did not 

say, “That is your problem.”  The Philippians shared with Paul in the pressures 

he faced.  They made his need their own.  They made his problems their 

problems.  They prayed for Him and sent a man named Epaphroditus to bring 

him their gifts and to stand by him when he had his proceedings in the Roman 

court.  Apparently, he traveled many hundreds of miles in the name of and on 

behalf of the Philippian Church.  On the way, or while he was serving Paul, 
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Epaphroditus took sick and almost lost his life as a result.  One of the reasons 

for this letter was to assure the people back home that Epaphroditus had 

recovered.  Indeed, Epaphroditus, who had carried gifts from Philippi to Paul, 

was sent back home with this letter from Paul to Philippi—yet one more 

exchange of blessings that was a token of the partnership in the Gospel that was 

ongoing as Paul writes this.  (To read about Epaphroditus, see Philippians 2:25-

30.) 

 Our commonality as recipients of the benefits of our Brother Jesus Christ 

leads us to ask, “Where are the needs of others today?  Where are there 

brothers and sisters in Christ who lack something and are asking for help?  

What do we have that we can share with them?  Is it prayer support?  Material 

support?  Is it encouragement or knowledge or know-how?  Who wants to hear 

the word of Christ but needs help in having someone sent to them?” 

 Sometimes we may worry that we will run out of the resources necessary 

to keep sharing with each other.  But remember, this partnership is no “I’ll 

scratch your back if you scratch my back” kind of business enterprise.  This 

partnership is sharing, first of all, with the Lord of the universe, who has 

unlimited resources.  He is Lord of all!  Everything we share with each other 

comes, first of all, from Him.   

 Because this partnership in the Gospel has its source in Christ, we don’t 

need to worry that we are not going to have enough to share with others in the 

partnership.  This letter is a sort of thank-you note from Paul to the Philippian 

church.  In the last chapter he says, “Yet it was kind of you to share my trouble. 

And you Philippians yourselves know that in the beginning of the gospel, when 

I left Macedonia, no church entered into partnership with me in giving and 

receiving, except you only” (Philippians 4:14-15).  He goes on, “I have received 

full payment, and more. I am well supplied, having received from Epaphroditus 

the gifts you sent, a fragrant offering, a sacrifice acceptable and pleasing to 

God. [And now hear his statement of confidence regarding how God will bless 

those who have been generous to him:]  And my God will supply every need of 

yours according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus. To our God and Father 

be glory forever and ever.  Amen (Philippians 4:18-20).  He keeps supplying 

blessings we need for our soul—forgiveness, life, faith, salvation, peace and 
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joy—as well as blessings for our body—so that we will have them to share with 

each other.   

---  III  --- 

 That brings us to look at the future.  Paul mentions a certain day that will 

be in the future of all of us:  the Last Day.  On that day nothing will matter 

except whether we and our loved ones have faith in Jesus.  We may look on the 

future with fear and trepidation and worry about ourselves and our children, 

“Will we remain with Jesus in the true faith until our end?”  We may worry 

about our Church.  But Paul looked at the future and found absolute 

confidence:  “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” (v.6).  God did the work in us 

to bring us to faith, and God will do the work in us to keep us in the faith.  It 

was His power at work in Holy Baptism that caused us to be born again into 

new life.  It was His word that was used by God the Holy Spirit to confirm us in 

this faith.  It is His body and blood that sustains us in communion with Christ 

Jesus.  It is His word of forgiveness that is valid and certain to forgive our sins 

also in heaven.  God answers our worries about our future with an answer of 

grace, through the word of Christ, “I will complete what I have begun in you.  I 

will bring you safely to your heavenly home.”  God did the work of building this 

church from day one, and He will bring His work in this church to completion 

when Christ returns. 

 

 Thank God for the partnership in the Gospel!  It fills us with gratitude for 

the past, strength for the present, and confidence for the future.  Amen!  
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