
A sermon for Proper 1, Feb 2012

Eric Sutcliffe

Rdgs:    Ps 5; Numbers 13.1- 2.27-33; Phil 2.12-30; 3.1a
Prayer: Heavenly Father may your word be our rule, your Spirit our Teacher, and your glory our intent; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen 
Background 
We are at a point in the year’s liturgy when we have a sort of ‘breathing space’…We have passed through the expectations of Advent, the celebrations of Christmas, the widening vision of Epiphany, and all of these culminating in Candlemas which we celebrated this morning. What a marvellous group of seasons this has been! You have your favourite moments, no doubt, as I have.
Soon we will move to the darker time of Lent as we begin with Ash Wednesday, and on to the passion of Christ. We will ponder again the mystery of the cross and rejoice in the resurrection of our Lord at Eastertide which is the central point of our faith. This second group of seasons draws to a close with Pentecost and the gift of the Holy Spirit. But we get ahead of ourselves.
The non-seasonal time we are now in is prosaically called ‘Ordinary time’ in the new lectionary. And this particular Sunday is, even more uninspiringly, termed ‘Proper 1’. You may prefer the Book of Common Prayer’s practice and custom: Septuagesima, Sexagesima and Quinquagesima. But that doesn’t well inform us either, for the arithmetic is all awry. While it is true that Quinquagesima is 10 days before the beginning of Lent, and therefore exactly 50 days before Easter (hence ‘Quinqua…) the others just don’t work!
We take, then, this rest from the major seasons. I confess that I love Christmas and am always reluctant to take the decorations down. In fact instead of the mere 12 days of Christmas there used to be a tradition of 40 days celebration of the incarnation which culminates in the 40 day old child taken to the ‘Presentation in the Temple’ (that other name for Candlemas)! Whatever; enough is enough and in the words of our Bishop ‘after the last service of Candlemas the last vestiges of Christmas and Epiphany need to disappear immediately- Green and Ordinary time has taken over’!

Introduction. Tonight, then, we turn our attention to letter of the Paul to the Philippians, heard as our second lesson. And what a lovely, joyful letter it is – despite the fact that Paul was facing a possible death sentence.  It is a letter with many memorable passages: like the one in chapter 1 when Paul exclaims 
‘I thank my God upon every remembrance of you. Always in every prayer of mine for you all,…… making request with joy……. being confident of this very thing that He which hath begun a good work in you will perform it until the day of Jesus Christ’ (Phil 1. 3,4,6 AV)
Or the wonderful passage in chapter 2 which holds up the example of Christ’s humility: 
‘Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus: who, being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God: but made Himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form of a servant…..’ (Phil 2. 5-7) 

And so he continues, with a passage that has a jewel in each phrase, no, in each word. (We have not time for them all!)
Or again in chapter 3 on his relationship with Christ: ‘I count all things but loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord…’ (3.8)
Or in chapter 4: ‘Finally brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things.’ (4.8). If only we all could aspire to this!
But I want us to take away three key points from our passage this evening.

The first is this:

1. Paul’s love for his fellow Christians     We start with this not only because it shines out of each section of this letter, but because we so often have a different picture of Paul: severe in his strictures, demanding in his expectations,… But here we have his love shining through. Tonight’s reading begins with him calling the Philippians ‘my dear friends’.(2.12 NIV) We have seen already how the epistle begins with him thanking God every time he remembers them(1.3); ‘I have you in my heart’ (1.7) he says, and strengthens this with ‘God is my witness, how I long for you all with the compassion of Christ Jesus’ 1.8 (NRSV) Paul plans to send Timothy to them, so that he may be cheered by news of them. This is a great sacrifice, as Timothy is his main companion during his captivity, but he states ‘I have no one like him who will be genuinely concerned with your welfare’(2.20). He’s also sending back Epaphroditus. The Philippians had sent him with gifts, indeed had supported Paul from early days in his preaching journeys. But Epaphroditus, who had acted as a go-between, had been so ill he nearly died, so Paul in his love and compassion is now sending him back to join his friends and fellow Christians at Philippi. Paul’s love is sacrificial; and it is worth noting that he writes to the Philippians saying ‘This is my prayer, that your love may overflow with knowledge and insight.’(1.9). So this is the nature of love that Paul has and wants of his fellow Christians. Not a soppy, sentimental thing, but one that is informed and shaped by knowledge and insight. This love that cares for others more than for self is there through all else that Paul has to say.
2. Secondly, Paul’s letter shows his joy in adversity. ‘I am glad and rejoice with all of you’ (2.17,18) he writes, and invites them to be glad and rejoice with him  even though he speaks of his life being poured out as a sacrificial offering. The letter stands as a tribute to Paul’s attitude to his sufferings. He constantly calls for the Philippians to rejoice – the word ‘joy’ and its cognate forms occur 16 times in this letter. ‘Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again. Rejoice!’ he exclaims as he moves to the end of his letter (4.4). 
What is the secret of his joy? It is the knowledge of what His Lord has done, and of what He will do. Above all, despite the most trying circumstances of his imprisonment and his likely fate, his joy rests in the fellowship with the Lord who is the centre of his life. He has trust in what Christ has done; he sees the working of the Spirit in his own life and in the church, and he can look forward in faith, he can ‘press on towards the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus’. (3.14)
We all have met people who seem to carry that inner joy and calm within them. Perhaps if we followed Paul’s advice we too could achieve a sense of this inner resting on Christ…always seeking to ‘think on these things’ – that is the good, and pure, and excellent. What a difference it would make to us all!

We have seen Paul’s love for others, and his joy within. 

3. Finally we look at what Paul has to say about our Christian growth. Paul points the way with this arresting and memorable advice:  ‘Therefore, my dear friends, continue to work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you both to will and to work for His good pleasure.’(2.12) ‘Work out’ and ‘work in’. Two aspects to this advice: we have to continue to ‘work out’ our salvation… while it is God who ‘works in’ us. Both are essential. We embark on a joint venture with God when we set out on the Christian life. It seems to me we fail when we forget that this is a cooperative enterprise. The partners are not equal! God forbid that you should imagine that that is what I imply. It is God the Holy Spirit Who is at work within us, with all the power that raised up Jesus from the dead. It is God the Holy Spirit Who challenges us and leads us from within. It is God the Holy Spirit who has the power to make us more holy, as He is holy. It is God the Holy Spirit Who stands by us to counsel us, to guide us, to strengthen us. It is God the Holy Spirit who prays for us, when we know not how to pray. It is God the Holy Spirit Who brings to our remembrance the things of Christ. It is God the Holy Spirit Who puts it within us to think the things that are good, and by His guidance enables us to do them. This is God at work within us.

But we too have a role to play. We have to learn to recognise the voice within; we have to learn to follow the way that we surely know is right; we have to learn not to grieve the Holy Spirit within us; we have to acknowledge our weakness and deficiency and to trust in Him. We have to begin to recognise and value the Holy Spirit in others.
What an enterprise of completely unequal partners! No wonder Paul says work at this ‘with fear and trembling’. We could be overwhelmed, crippled into inaction, with the audacity of the presumption, were it not for our knowledge of the love of God. We are working with God on a joint enterprise - the continuing task of our Christian growth.
These three: Paul’s love, Paul’s joy, and our growth, are possible for us to understand only as we appreciate, and make our own, the knowledge that the Spirit of God was and is at work in His people: in Paul, and in us.

To God our Father be glory for ever and ever. Amen 
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