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Sermon: 

Imagine… 
 I want you to imagine with me you have a little child.  For some of you that’s easy. You actually have a 

little child! Or you have older children and you can remember when they were little. For others, this is a bit of a 

stretch. You don’t have children of your own.  Maybe you’re not even sure if you ever want children.  Today we 

have a number of the children in the sanctuary with us.  If it helps, look at one of these young children.  In fact, 

why don’t I use Megan, Amy and myself as an example. 

 Amy and I love our daughter Megan. [pic] We thank God for her and are filled with joy whenever we 

think of her.  For a two year old, she is very bright. She is articulate. She knows many words and is almost 

speaking in full sentences.  She is very good at using a fork or a spoon when she’s eating. We don’t need to feed 

her all the time any more, although sometimes she still likes it when we help her out.  Although she still wears a 

diaper, we’ll be potty training her soon. 

 Imagine, though, if your child never matured.  Imagine if Megan continued to grow older, but never 

matured.  Imagine that at age 12 she was still in diapers.  Imagine if at age 15 she still couldn’t speak in full 

sentences.  Imagine that at age 20 she still needed help using a fork or a spoon to eat.  Suppose, too, that this was 

not because of a mental handicap. Suppose it was because she decided she didn’t want to mature. She didn’t want 

to try. She just decided not to participate in the process of maturing. 

 Now, when she speaks in a broken sentence, but it’s close to a sentence, we’re proud of her! We cheer her 

on. We are impressed. But when she’s 15, we expect her to be able to speak in full sentences.  Now, we don’t 

mind changing her dirty diapers.  But when she’s 12, if she was just too lazy to bother going to the bathroom, we 

would not be happy changing her diapers at all! 

 We expect Megan to grow up.  We expect her to mature. Does this mean we don’t love her because we 

expect her to mature?  No! Not at all.  It is because we love her so much that we desperately want her to grow up.  

We know that she is supposed to mature.  God created her with the intent that she mature. That’s part of being 

human.  We are very happy with where she is developmentally right now, but we expect her to continue to 

mature. 

 Imagine, now, for a moment, that at the age of 2, Megan suddenly became aware of how much she was 

expected to mature between now and adulthood.  Imagine she suddenly became aware that she was going to have 

to learn how to use the toilet…. Every time!  And learn how to read. And to write. And to type on a computer. 

And to drive. And to cook. And to do laundry. And to get a job, pay bills, buy groceries and everything else we 

expect a fully mature person to be able to do!  At the age of 2, do you think she might be a little overwhelmed?  

Do you think she might start to panic? Do you think she might actually start to despair that it was too much, that 

she’s never going to be able to learn all those things, that she’s never going to be a mature adult?  Do you think 

she might just be prepared to give up on the whole maturing process all together because to live up to the standard 

of being a mature adults just seems too far out of reach? 

 How would you reassure her if that was the case?  What would you say to Megan to comfort her and to 

help her understand?  I think most of us would remind her that maturing takes time. That she doesn’t have to do 

it all at once. That part of it comes naturally.  She will learn these things in time, building on what she knows 

already and learning more on top of that.  I think, too, we would encourage her that God is going to help her 

mature. He designed her to mature and will help her in that process. 

 But we would still expect Megan to mature. We would still expect her to put work into learning how to use 

the potty, learning how to read, practicing her writing, studying her arithmetic, and all the rest.  That she is going 

to mature naturally, that God is going to help her mature and that we and her teachers will be helping her too 

doesn’t mean that Megan can just sit back, put her feet up and do nothing to contribute to her own maturation.  

Regardless of how much help is offered to her, regardless of how much we do for her, it is still up to Megan to 
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cooperate and participate, to work at and practice the things she’s being taught.  It is up to Megan to mature, even 

if she has help. 

Context 
 This is true of physical children.  It is also true of God’s spiritual children.  We, as God’s adopted 

children, are expected to mature and grow into Christian maturity.  That is one of the threads we see in Paul’s 

letter to the believers in Philippi.  We’re going to see what that looks like in a minute. 

 Before we dive into our text, though, let me remind you of what we’ve already learned about the church in 

Philippi. You will remember that Paul, Silas, Timothy and Luke planted the church in Philippi beginning with a 

number of women who met for prayer by the river outside the city. Lydia, a wealthy woman, was one of the first 

converts to Christianity in the city.  

 Later, Paul cast a demon out of a slave girl.  Normally, this would be seen as a good thing, except in this 

case the demon was giving the girl power to predict the future or at least tell people their fortunes.  So when Paul 

cast the demon out, the girl’s owners saw their profit go out the window too. Quite angry with Paul and Silas, they 

dragged them before the city magistrates who had them beaten and imprisoned.  Last week we talked about the 

earthquake that freed Paul and Silas who had come to God with their grief and lament and were singing hymns of 

praise to God while chained up in prison.  Although freed by the earthquake, they didn’t try to escape. Instead, 

they wound up sharing the gospel with the jailer and his whole household, all of whom believed and were 

baptised. 

 Finally, the magistrates themselves came to ask Paul and Silas to leave the city. They had found out that 

Paul and Silas were Roman citizens and the magistrates had really messed up when they had them publically 

beaten and imprisoned without trial!  This served to put the magistrates in Paul’s debt, which meant a degree of 

protection for the Christians in the city once Paul and Silas left.  As you may recall, Philippi was a Roman 

colony, which meant it was a proud little pocket of everything Roman, far away from Rome itself. This meant 

there was a great degree of hostility in the city towards Judaism and anything related to it, like Christianity. 

 Keeping this in mind, fast forward a number of years. Now Paul is again imprisoned, this time in Rome. 

He is waiting for a chance to have his case heard before Caesar himself, another right that comes with Roman 

citizenship.  He is under house arrest in Rome, chained by the wrist to a special Roman guard day and night. 

These Roman guards were the Praetorian guards, the household guard of the Emperor’s palace. [Gordon Fee, 

Philippians, p. 34]  It is in this context that Paul writes his letter to the Christians in Philippi.   

Text 
 Please turn with me to Philippians 1:1-11.  Please keep your Bibles open to this passage and look at the 

verses as we go through “What it says.” 

What It Says 
 Paul would have been a good journalist. “One or two sentences can convey relationships that will take 

volumes to analyse.” [James Montgomery Boice, Philippians, p. 20]  Paul was more than a writer. He was also a 

theologian.  So these opening verses, although similar in form to a standard letter in the Greco-Roman world, are 

filled with much more meaning and significance than one would expect.  Let’s take a few minutes to look at what 

this passage says. 

 Paul begins as any letter from the ancient world would, by identifying the person or people sending the 

letter, then identifying the people being written to.  So we see, “Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, 

To all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the overseers and deacons.”  Today, we usually 

begin with “Dear so and so,” but in a business letter, we may actually have our company letterhead at the top of 

the page, or have the “From” information typed out at the top as well.  

 But I want to point a couple things about how Paul begins his letter. First is the word “servants.”  The 

Greek word here is actually the word “slaves.”  Paul begins his letter by identifying himself and Timothy as 

“slaves of Christ Jesus.”  That’s rather remarkable!  Translating this word “servants” actually loses the impact 

of the word. [Fee, p. 62] 

 When we think of slaves in the Roman Empire, we shouldn’t think of the slaves in the US before the Civil 

War. Slaves in the Roman Empire had a whole range of jobs and functions.  A slave wasn’t chained up all day or 

forced to work in the fields.  Rather, to be a slave meant to be “owned by, and subservient to the master of a 
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household.” [Fee, p. 63]  The word also carries with it the idea of humility and service. [Fee, p. 63] 

 This is an astonishing way for Paul, and apostle and a Roman citizen to identify himself at the opening of 

a letter! So what is Paul saying by using this word?  He is saying that he is the “absolute possession of Christ.” 

[William Barclay, Philippians, Colossians, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, p. 9]  In 1 Corinthians 6:20, Paul also uses this 

image of being owned by Jesus when he says he was “bought with a price.”  The idea is that Paul and Timothy 

can never belong to anyone else and they owe their absolute obedience to Christ.  A slave’s will is to do his 

master’s will. [Barclay, p. 9] 

 There’s an important OT link to Paul’s use of the phrase “slave of Christ Jesus.”  In the OT, Moses and 

other important prophets were often referred to as “servants of God.”  So when Paul says he is the “servant” or 

“slave” of Christ Jesus, he is putting himself in the line of very important men, whose role is to do the will of God.  

Paul has no will but to do the will of his master, Christ Jesus, who is God. 

 So that’s how Paul identifies who the letter is from.  Now let’s look at who the letter is written to.  Paul 

writes, “To all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the overseers and deacons.”  Let’s zero in on 

the first part, “all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi.”  Notice that Paul “the Apostle” identifies himself as a 

slave, but identifies the Christians in Philippi as “saints”!  It’s “slave Paul to the saints at Philippi,” not “Saint 

Paul to the Christians at Philippi.”  Why is that? 

 It has to do with the word saint.  Saint means holy or set apart.  Literally, Paul says, “to the holy ones 

in Christ Jesus at Philippi,” or “to the people set apart in Christ Jesus at Philippi.”  Paul is making an important 

theological point here.  Today, when we think of saints, we think of super-Christians.  We think of special 

Christians, like Saint Paul, or Saint Peter.  But Paul actually says that all Christians are holy. All Christians are 

set apart for a special purpose or use in Christ Jesus.  That is, all Christians are saints, not just the few “super 

Christians” that carry the title saint these days. 

 There’s another important OT link to this idea of holy or set apart people.  In the OT, the people of Israel 

were God’s “holy people.”  They were set apart to be different from the other nations. Within Israel, the tithe and 

other offerings were “set apart” for God for special use and were, therefore, “holy”. [Barclay, p. 10]  So Paul is 

carrying that image forward to Christians.  He is identifying the Christians in Philippi as God’s holy people, set 

apart for special use in Christ Jesus.  Remember I said that Paul can pack a lot into just a few sentences? 

 So what does Paul, the slave of Christ Jesus, have to say to the holy people, the people set apart for special 

use in Christ Jesus who live in Philippi?  First, he wishes them grace and peace God our Father and the Lord 

Jesus Christ.  Grace is a Greek concept.  Peace is a Hebrew concept. So Paul is combining the Philippians Greek 

worldview and his own Hebrew worldview to create a special opening blessing.  Grace is a lovely word.  “With 

Christ, life becomes lovely because man is no longer the victim of God’s law but the child of his love.” [Barclay, 

p. 12]  Peace, which comes from this repaired and reconciled relationship with God, “means the total well-being, 

everything that makes for a person’s highest good.” [Barclay, p. 12]  So Paul is wishing them the loveliness of 

God’s undeserved favour because they have been reconciled to God and how have peace with God.  This all 

comes through the Lord Jesus Christ.   

 Don’t forget, something we pointed out before, whenever Paul uses the word “Lord” we should take note. 

In the Roman Empire, people said, “Lord Caesar.” In a city like Philippi, a Roman colony filled with retired 

Roman soldiers, it was with quite a lot of patriotic zeal that people said, “Lord Caesar.” But here is Paul wishing 

the Christians in that city “grace and peace” through the Lord Jesus Christ.  He is saying, in part, “It’s not Lord 

Caesar who brings peace and well-being, but the Lord Jesus who does.” 

Then he tells them how thankful he is to God every time he remembers them.  That’s pretty impressive!  

Why? Because remember that when Paul was first with them he was arrested, beaten and thrown in prison!  

Truly he must have tremendous love for the Christians in Philippi if he is thankful every time he remembers them, 

even though the other people in the city treated him so badly. 

 Why is Paul always thankful for the Christians in Philippi?  Look at verse 5: Because they have been his 

constant and faithful partners in spreading the gospel since the first day until now.  The Philippians, specifically 

Lydia, supported Paul when he first arrived, hosting him and his companions in her home. The Philippians sent 

Paul financial support during his missionary work. They sent financial support when he was raising money to help 

the church in Jerusalem during a time of famine and much more.  They have been Paul’s supporting church for 
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years. And Paul is confident that the work God began in them will continue.  God will bring to completion the 

work that started way back when Paul first shared the gospel with them. 

 I just want to highlight a few more things Paul says in the next paragraph. We see here that Paul is “in 

chains” for the gospel.  Remember, he was likely in Rome chained to a guard when he dictated this letter. He also 

refers to “defending and confirming the gospel.”  He is defending the gospel from attacks from outside and 

confirming, or building up the gospel from within working with Christians and helping them to mature. [Barclay, 

p. 17] 

 Finally, Paul tells them his prayer for them. His prayer is that their love will “abound more and more 

in knowledge and depth of insight.”  This word for love is our favourite word, “agape,” which describes God’s 

divine self-giving love which is primarily concerned with the well-being of others, in particular their spiritual 

well-being. This word, “agape” is the word John uses to describe God himself when he says, “God is love.”  So 

here Paul says his prayer for the Philippian Christians is that their agape love, their divine, self-giving love will 

grow more and more in knowledge and discernment. 

 Why does he want their love to grow like this?  So that they will be able to discern what is right and what 

is wrong.  Part of knowing right from wrong is being primarily concerned with the well-being of others, instead 

of our usual practice of being only concerned with ourselves.  This growing love, implanted in us by God, 

reflecting God’s character, helps us make right choices and stay pure and blameless. Literally, it helps us not 

cause other to stumble or stumble ourselves.  

 What is Paul saying?  “If we really love Jesus, we will be sensitive to his will and his desires; the more we 

love him, the more we will instinctively shrink from what is evil and desire what is right.” [Barclay, p. 18] 

What It Means 
 Ah, there is so much more in this passage that we could talk about!  We haven’t even mentioned joy or 

the “day of Christ Jesus” yet. But for the sake of time, let me move on and talk about what this all means that 

we’ve looked at so far. 

 The first thing I want to point out is the complete change in identity that comes when we accept Jesus’ 

forgiveness for our sin and welcome him into our life as Lord.  In Paul’s use of the title “slave of Christ 

Jesus” we see that when we become a Christian we are no longer our own person. We now belong to Jesus.  This 

means we are to humbly serve him, follow after him and make our top priority to do his will.  

 Yes, in Christ we are free.  We are free from the curse of sin.  Yet our freedom from sin comes with 

a call to obedience.  We are given a job to do.  We are given the role of being a servant of God.  He who paid 

for our sin and bought us with a price expects us to repay that gift with loyalty and devotion. 

 This is what it means to be a saint. This is what it means to be set apart in Christ Jesus.  To be a Christian 

is to be set apart for special service.  That’s not just pastors or priests. That’s not just missionaries. That’s not just 

“super Christians” that tack the title “saint” onto.  It’s all Christians. You, me, everybody in this room who 

follows Jesus.  We are all set apart for special use by God. That makes us holy. That makes us saints.  If we are 

obedient saints, we follow God’s will, we pursue his special purpose for us. That is, if we are obedient saints we 

are slaves to Christ Jesus, doing his will humbly and with gratitude that he rescued us from sin and death. 

 Now, please take note, Paul references all of this in light of Christ Jesus.  It is in Christ Jesus that we 

are made saints. It is in Christ Jesus that we are God’s servants.  It is the work that God has begun in the 

Philippian Christians that God will bring to completion. It is God’s work in us to transform us from rebel sinners 

to obedient saints. 

 God has begun the work of salvation in the Philippian Christians. He is still perfecting or completing that 

work.  It is through God’s grace that the Christians in Philippi have come to know Jesus as saviour and Lord.  

Remember, we specifically looked at the fact that in Acts it was the Lord that opened Lydia’s heart to the gospel.  

It is the Spirit that works in all of us to bring us to faith in Christ.  And that is so important because we must 

always remember that the transformation work the Spirit does in us is not about our own 

self-improvement plan, but is the work of God being done in our hearts. [J A Motyer, The Richness of Christ, 

p. 11] 

 To make saints out of sinners, Jesus died on the cross.  This was not our work, but God’s. And it was part 

of God’s plan from before the beginning of time.  When a person is “in Christ” he or she becomes a saint, a 
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person set apart.  This involves an element of loyalty or of ownership.  “The saint is [owned] by Christ, and 

gladly acknowledges that this is so.” [Motyer, p. 13] 

 This change from being a sinner to a saint is instantaneous.  We are adopted by God through Christ 

and immediately become holy, set apart, a saint.  That is a fundamental change in our identity. That is what had 

happened in the Philippian Christians. But that’s not where it ends.  Paul says to them that God will continue to 

the work he began. He then says that his prayer for them is that their love grows. This is the continuation of that 

work.  For God to bring to completion the work he begins in salvation means that God will continue to fill us with 

his love. Our agape love will grow and grow in knowledge and insight. As our love grown, we will be better and 

better able to discern what is right and how to live a life of obedience.  

 When we are freed from sin, we are given a task. That task is to demonstrate, to live our, to confirm the 

truth of the good news about Jesus in the way we live. We are given freedom, but not freedom to do whatever we 

want. Not freedom to sit back and relax.  We are not given a robe and slippers and told to sit on the couch and 

watch tv the rest of our lives. Rather, “we are given a staff and shoes for pilgrimage, and armour for battle, and a 

plough for the field.” [Motyer, p. 24] We are set apart for a special purpose, not for a vacation. 

 Another way to say that is that as we submit to God’s work in us, our love with grow and we will live more 

and more like the saints we’ve already become.  Now, if we had to live up to the title “saint” all on our own, that 

would be a daunting thing!  But remember, this is the work God is doing in us, not the work we are to do in 

ourselves.  It is just like salvation. The work is God’s work!  “Salvation would be a miserably unsure think had 

it no other foundation than that I chose Christ.” [Motyer, p. 17]  But salvation is not based on my choice. It is 

based on God’s choice and God’s action.  In the same way, my becoming a saint is not up to me. It’s God’s 

choice and God’s work done in me. “God, who thus [began] Christian experience, also undertakes for its progress, 

‘he will bring it to completion.’” [Motyer, p. 18] 

Why It Matters 
 So why does it matter? What difference does this make to you and me?  First, we must remember that 

our newfound freedom in Christ is not freedom to do whatever we want, to live however we want, so say 

whatever we want or do whatever we want. Our freedom is freedom from sin. Our freedom was dearly bought.  

Our freedom was very costly. It cost Jesus his life.  So our freedom from sin brings with it a new obligation to the 

one who freed us.  We are no longer slaves to sin. We are, however, owned by a new master- Jesus Christ, the 

Son of God.  That may be a shock to some of you, that you’re not free to just do whatever when you become a 

Christian.  We are not “freed” in the sense of “released on our own recognisance” or “free to be autonomous.”  

Rather, we are freed from sin and brought into a new allegiance- to God. 

 Second, we must remember that we are set apart for God for a special purpose. We are not our own people. 

We are God’s people. This goes along with allegiance and obedience.  We are to live out the new life Jesus has 

brought us.  We are to live up to our new status as saints. 

 Now, that sounds daunting, doesn’t it? I know I can’t live the life of a saint!  It is easy to become 

overwhelmed by the hopelessness of the task of living as a saint.  It’s easy to become so discouraged that we 

don’t even try, that we give up before we even begin. [Motyer, p. 29]  But there’s more to this passage than just a 

call to live a saintly life.  As we read on in the passage, we see that Paul’s prayer is for their love to abound more 

and more. This, it turns out, is the secret to living the life of a saint.  If our agape love abounds more and more in 

knowledge and depth of insight, then we will be more and more like Christ. We will be more and more 

self-giving. We will be more and more concerned with the well-being of others, in particular their spiritual 

well-being. This, it turns out, is the secret to being blameless and pure for the return of Christ. 

 Remember, agape love is divine love. It’s not a feeling we muster up inside ourselves. It is the very nature 

or character of God which God gives to us. Through the Spirit, God’s self-giving loving nature is poured into us 

so that we grow.  God began this process when his Spirit opened our hearts to the gospel.  God continued this 

process by bringing us to saving faith in Jesus Christ. God confirmed this work by adopted us as his children, but 

not only children, heirs!  We are heirs to God’s promise and co-heirs with Christ.  God began the work, he will 

continue and complete the work. 

 So what does that mean that God will complete the work? Does it mean we just sit back and let God take 

the wheel?  No! Not at all. Remember our opening imagination?  Remember Megan? [pic] If Megan was shown 
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how much maturing she will have to do in the next 20 years, she’d be blown out of the water. She’d be so 

overwhelmed she wouldn’t even start to try.  But we know that she is going to mature. We know because that is 

how God designed her. We know she is going to have lots of help along the way. But she still has to participate. 

She still has to accept the help. She has to cooperate with the help. She has to work at what she is learning. 

 In the same way, we are made more and more saint-like. In the same way, we must participate in our 

love abounding more and more.  We have teachers and mentors along the way. We have to learn to read 

Scripture. We have to learn to listen to the Spirit.  We have to cooperate as the Spirit works in us, but directly and 

through other people and through Scripture and prayer.  We have to be partners in our learning and growth, even 

as we recognize that it is God doing the work in us. 

 You are a saint.  You have been freed from sin and brought into service in God’s household.  You have 

been set apart by God for God.  You have been called to live up to your new household.  You have been called to 

live like one of God’s children.  God began this work in you. How’s the work going?  Are you maturing in your 

faith and character? Are you more like Jesus today than you were a year ago?  What about 10 years ago? Are you 

more like Jesus today than you were in those first months after you came to faith? 

 Or are you like a 12 year old still in diapers, a 15 year old who doesn’t speak in full sentences, or a 20 year 

old who still needs others to feed him? 

 God has made us saints.  He has called us to live up to the title.  Are you cooperating with the Spirit’s 

work in you? It’s work that God began and he will bring to completion, if you cooperate. What does that look like 

on a daily basis? It means that your love for others and you desire and ability to be self-giving grows and grows. It 

means that you listen to that love and use it to look at the world in order to decide what is right and what is wrong. 

It means this divine, self-giving love becomes your primary decision making tool.  It means that your love 

becomes how you recognize excellence and beauty. 

 You are beloved saints.  My prayer for you is that your love about more and more in knowledge and depth 

of insight so that you can discern what is right and live a life of purity that leads no one else to stumble either until 

the return of Christ.  Amen. 


