Staying Together for the Gospel! Phil 4:1-4

Paul mixes elation with reality again in this passage. This is one of the great balancing acts of the gospel. It lifts us above the mundane issues, but not so far that we are out of touch with ground level. On the one hand Paul urges his readers to rejoice and he sees the church as his crown and joy, but he also has to address two women who have fallen out and encourages others to get involved to help resolve the problems. It is necessary to have a big picture as well as a detailed image of the church. We do not want to gloss over the problems but we do need to keep the vision. We sort out problems because of the vision and as a result discover a deeper unity. After 25 years in the same fellowship I have seen this time and again.

Today we are welcoming around 10 people into membership. I want to inspire them and us all, but not to the extent that they expect this church to be perfect. No church is perfect. Churches are all mixed! Any church is. And churches change all the time as people change. It is not just that people come and go, but people who got along sometimes find that they are not quite as easy as they were previously. Meeting, engagement, marriage, honeymoon, bliss, but when you have your first argument the deeper relationship kicks in. 

Here is the Gospel: lots of people,

lots of problems and lots of love

1. What is the vision? Lots of people.  

We do want to have lots more people here at Beulah. Why is that? Because God loves people and wants us to love one another and care for each other. Look at the expressions Paul piles up here about the church:

Brothers – we are family. The church is not an organisation but a living community birthed by God and united by being adopted into his family. A new arrival is a cause for celebration. There is much joy in heaven when sinners are saved (Luke 15:7). 

Whom I love and long for – we are a family who get on. Paul is very emotionally expressive in this verse, “some of the most affectionate and endearing language he ever uses in his letters.” The word for longing is linked to that in 2:26 of Epaphroditus desire to see his fellows when he was ill. There is a surge of strong feeling and deep desire to be with the people of God that rises up in Paul. This is found in the OT too, (Ps 87:7). 

My Joy – we are a family who bring one another pleasure. That is the design of the church, not to be a pain but a pleasure to each other. Joy does not just come downloaded from heaven but is also given through the gifts God places in our lives. Do you have a partner? (Prov 5:18) Do you have a family? (Ps 127:3f) You also have one another to give joy to and get joy from. 

My Crown – we are part of God’s reward system: present and future! There is debate about whether Paul means something future here because elsewhere he uses the idea of a crown as a future reward. (1Thess 2:19) But the idea is not that we put up with one another here and get a reward for doing so in heaven, but that our delight in one another is part of our reward here and now. 

All these glowing thoughts about the church need to fuel our own love and devotion to God and to one another. Belonging to the church is an immense privilege, let’s remember that and enjoy one another to the full. 

2. What is the result of growth? Lots of problems, well some anyway! But wherever you have people you have problems. 
The two women who are addressed here have much in common with many of us: They love Jesus; their names are written in the book of life, they have worked together with Paul and have loved one another, but right now they are finding their relationship a bit more of a challenge. They need help. Timothy, Epaphroditus, Silas, Luke, Paul may all be involved, as is Clement.  They are not the focus of the letter, but remember the importance of unity and you will see that this exhortation is not incidental (2:2, 5, cf. 4:10).

Euodia and Syntyche were good people, quality workers who had worked and suffered for the gospel. They had worked with Paul and he valued them highly. Now that problems occurred this was not considered as a private matter for the good of the church to get sorted. This letter with their names in it was read to the whole gathered church, and then it went into print. Today this would scarcely happen, but unity is no less vital now than then. Unity is part of our calling. We cannot be committed to Christ and casual with one another. So I appeal to you give your hearts to God and to one another. And plan your lives so this becomes a more vibrant reality in this congregation and through the cell groups. 
What is the answer? Lots of love 

We are beloved (v 1) we are “true companions” literally “yokefellows.” There is no possibility of wandering off when you are 

yoked. And Jesus uses this as a figure of salvation: Matt 11:29f.

And our names are on a list! When it comes to putting peoples name on a list: wedding invites, have to go careful, are you invited to the reception or the evening do? What is the arrangement? Jesus told the parable of the wedding feast (Matt 22:1-14). People refused the invitation so all manner of people were invited in. Their names were added to the list. But one man did not come properly dressed. It was an insult. Having your name on the list does not mean you can flout the rules or ignore the etiquette. Salvation is free but not without standards. Coming into the church means we must be involved with one another and we must work out our differences. We do not have any good reason for doing less than working hard at unity and increasing our love for each other. The gospel bids us come as we are and be changed into his likeness. This is one of the great themes of this letter. We are all being changed, and therefore we must work this out this life of love and harmony together ( Phil 1:6, 9, 27, 2:1-2, 12, 14, 3:12-14, 4:2-3).

Last week we collected bags of food and over £1500 in cash to be shared among those of us who find Christmas an extra financial pressure. It is not easy to determine exactly how we should spread the blessing, but it is a great tribute to the church that we are able to do this each year. Thank you all for your contribution to that expression of love. 

When the world went wrong God could have written it off, but he did not. He foresaw the problem and the cost of repair. What would he do to put it right, or would he just leave it? Would it be worth giving your only child to save the world? What is it worth to God to put you right? What does it cost to put right the lack of love in this world?

What great cost it was to God who sent his only Son to die for us. 

Let us never forget the Cross is so much more than an event in history, it is the power of God to save us. The power of the Cross forgives and transforms. Let us come to communion to celebrate much more than our names are in the book. We are not just celebrating that we are members of the church in that way, but in the reality of loving caring relationships where we all give and receive. 
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