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Text 
Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the 

overseers and deacons: 
2 
Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Let’s pray… 

 

Introduction 
Welcome to Immanuel!  If you’re just joining us, this is a good time because last 

week we finished up a 14 month immersion in a book of the Bible called Acts and this 

week we’re starting a new adventure in a book called Philippians.  That’s what we do 

here in this community – we soak ourselves in Scripture because they are not just idle 

words for us – they are our life (cf. Dt. 32:47) and so we take them to heart.  Before Acts 

we spent 2.5 years in the Gospel of Luke which told us the story of Jesus’ earthly life.  

The book of Acts continued that story and told what Jesus continued to do after he went 

to heaven through his body on earth – the church.  It’s a story that’s still going actually; 

an unfinished story that we can be a part of today. 

Well the book of Philippians is a bit different from the books of Luke and Acts.  

It’s not a story, per se, but a letter.  It’s a warm, affectionate letter from one man, named 

Paul, to a church that’s very special to him in a city called Philippi.  So it’s going to be a 

bit different.  It’s like instead of reading a biography of Abraham Lincoln or a book about 

the Civil War, reading correspondences between Lincoln and his close friends.  Instead of 

hearing carefully constructed, theological accounts of events that happened in Jesus or 

Peter or Paul’s life, we’re going to hear admonitions and encouragements and warnings 

and teachings that Paul wrote to a specific church nearly 2,000 years ago.  But as we do I 

believe we will hear God speaking to this church in Chicago.  It will be a good and 

exciting change of course for us. 

Why are we doing Philippians, you might ask?  Well – this is kind of neat – where 

the book of Acts leaves off is the setting from which the book of Philippians was written.  

The last half of the book of Acts followed Paul around as he planted churches in different 

cities.  Some cool things happened, but he also made a lot of enemies.  Towards the end 

of the book when he was in Jerusalem he was arrested on false charges and over a couple 

of years of trials and appeals and transport from one prison to another he ended up in 
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Rome awaiting a trial before Caesar.  And that’s where the book ends.  Acts ends kind of 

anticlimactically with Paul being in Rome under house arrest for two years.  Tradition 

has it that Paul wrote this letter to the Philippians from Rome during this time. 

Where do we get this?  Well, first of all, starting as early as the 2
nd

 century we 

have writings that show that people back then believed this letter was written during 

Paul’s stay in Rome.  Also, from within the letter itself it’s clear that Paul was in jail.  He 

says in vv. 7, 13, 14, and 17 that he is “in chains” and his future is uncertain.  In v. 13 

Paul says that there is a “palace guard” present, a praetorium.  The praetorium was the 

Emperor’s personal body guard unit.  And at the end of the book in 4:22 Paul says, “All 

the saints send you greetings, especially those who belong to Caesar’s household.”  So 

he’s in jail at a place where some of Caesar’s bodyguards and Caesar’s household are 

present.  Rome seems like a natural conclusion.  So Philippians was written where Acts 

leaves off. 

 

Background 

Philippians is a natural extension of Acts in that sense.  Acts also provides the 

backdrop for the book of Philippians.  There’s a story behind this letter.  In Acts ch. 16 

we saw how the church in Philippi began.  It’s quite interesting.  Paul had just picked up 

a young guy named Timothy in Lystra to join his team.  Then he was trying to figure out 

where to go next and several doors were closed in his face (do you ever feel like that in 

life?).  And then one night he had this vision of a man from the district of  Macedonia 

calling him to come over there and help them.  It was totally a God-thing.  He left 

immediately and arrived in Philippi – “a Roman colony and a leading city of that district 

of Macedonia” (Acts 16:12). God was clearly behind Paul getting to Philippi. 

When he got there God continued to move.  On Saturday, the Jewish Sabbath, 

Paul and Timothy and Silas and Luke went to the river where they expected to find a 

group of people praying.  They found several women, one of them was a respectable 

businesswoman named Lydia.  As Paul shared with them about Jesus “the Lord opened 

her heart to respond to… the message” (Acts 16:14).  Turns out her whole family 

believed the good news.  And then a slave-girl that was tormented by an evil spirit got 

saved, which made her owners mad because they could no longer make money off of her 

and so they had Paul and Silas arrested.  But God again was on the loose and Paul and 

Silas were miraculously freed from prison and through an interesting twist of events one 

of the prison guards got saved along with his whole family and by the end of ch. 16 there 

was a church meeting at Lydia’s house in Philippi. 

Paul went on to start many other churches in the following years, but he had a 

special relationship with the church in Philippi.  He stopped by there on at least one 

occasion to celebrate the holidays with them (cf. Acts 20:6).  And we know from this 

letter and others that they regularly sent Paul money to help him out (i.e. 4:15, 2Cor. 

8:1ff).  And so while Paul is in prison in Rome he writes this warm, friendly letter to his 

dear brothers and sisters in Philippi.  And we get to listen in on one side of this 

conversation. 

 

Greeting 
Now, how many of you here write letters?  Nobody, right?  When was the last 

time you wrote out a letter and signed it and mailed it to someone?  We all write emails; 
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or the even more rapid and terse text messages.  Communication nowadays has become 

so fast, so trivial sometimes, so ephemeral that we do not understand how words can be 

well thought-out and intentional and fraught with meaning.  We write stream of 

consciousness today.  Not so in the first century.  Paper was expensive and the mail 

didn’t come every day, much less at the click of a button.  When Paul sat down to write a 

letter he labored to make every word count and so we need to read his letters differently 

than we would an email that we look at and delete.  This is all the more true if you 

believe that every word was inspired by God, as I do.  Be prepared to go at a slower pace 

through Philippians than we did through Acts. 

For those of you who do remember writing letters you may recall that there was a 

standard letter format.  June 22
nd

, 1998… Dear Becca,… I hope you’re doing well… 

Sincerely/With Love, Rob.  That’s pretty basic and some of it can still be seen in some 

people’s emails (but probably not those who write in all lower case, without punctuation, 

use emoticons, and says “are you in” with just three letters).  In the first century the 

template was a little more detailed than that.  The first part of a letter always consisted of 

(1) the sender’s name followed by (2) the recipient’s name and then (3) a greeting.  For 

example, here’s how one particular letter from the first century started, “Asclepiades, the 

son of Charmagon, to Portis, the son of Peramis, greeting [cai,rein].”
1
  In A.D. 40 an 

Egyptian named Ammonios wrote 4 letters.  They all begin like this, “Ammonios to his 

dearest Aphrodisios: Greetings [cai,rein].”
2
  Paul complies with this standard protocol, 

but tweaks it just a little bit and expands it.  He makes each word count and invests it 

with theological meaning. 

Now Paul is the sole author of this letter (it’s written in the first person and 

includes autobiographical material from Paul’s life), but he includes Timothy’s name in 

the greeting because Timothy was with him in Rome, Timothy was dear to the Philippian 

church (they went way back to the beginning), and part of the reason why Paul is writing 

is to commend Timothy to them and let them know that he will be sending Timothy to 

them shortly (cf. 2:19ff).  He let’s them know that Timothy is side-by-side with him in 

his present situation.  And then he tags on a description of their status.  What title does he 

choose to identify himself with?  Servant.  “Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus” 

(v. 1a).  The word literally means slave.  Paul is Christ’s slave. 

If you’re not a Christian, do you realize that you are a slave?  You’re in slavery to 

sin, you can’t get free from doing certain things, many of which make you miserable and 

eventually kill you, all the while deceitfully promising you happiness and pleasure.  If 

you are a Christian, do you realize that you are a slave?  Do you think of yourself, as Paul 

thought of himself – as a slave to Christ?  The Bible says that everyone is a slave.  A 

slave to either sin or Jesus (cf. Rom. 6).  But when you’re a slave to Jesus, you are free.  

When your life is devoted to him and your heart is bent on obeying him and he has 

absolute control over your life, that’s where true happiness and pleasure are found.  Paul 

was a humble slave of Christ the work of Jesus governed all of his life, and yet (as we’re 

going to see) this letter demonstrates he was a man full of joy. 

So Paul identifies himself and Timothy as the senders and how he describes 

himself is significant.  He also identifies the recipients next and describes them in a way 

that’s filled with meaning.  “To all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi…” (v. 1b).  Some 

branches of the Christian church have a tradition of venerating certain people that they 

perceive to have been extra special, and so we have St. Francis of Assisi and St. 
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Bonaventure and others.  When we think of a saint, we usually think of a higher class of 

Christian.  But biblically speaking, if you’re a Christian you’re a slave… and you’re a 

saint.  The word saint means “set apart one.”  So again, there are two camps: those who 

are outside of Christ (slaves to sin) and those who have been set free and set apart by God 

and placed inside Christ. 

I thought I came up with the perfect illustration for this until I went to Wikipedia 

to brush up on my astronomy and realized that what I was thinking about was impossible, 

but let’s pretend that it isn’t for sake of illustration.  I was thinking of a kind of eclipse 

when the sun passed between the earth and the moon.  Now if this happened in real life 

the earth would be vaporized, but think with me here.  When we looked at the moon, we 

would see the sun.  The moon, which is normally cold and lifeless, a pale reflection of the 

sun.  If such an eclipse happened, the moon you could say would be “in the sun.”  

Likewise, when you put your faith in Jesus you are set apart and set inside him so that 

when God the Father looks upon you he sees the Son, Jesus, radiant and glorious.  That’s 

an amazing realization.  Think about that for awhile… 

 There’s something else here that deserves our attention.  Paul writes to the saints 

in Philippi, “together with the overseers and deacons” (v. 1c).  When you’re set in Christ 

you find yourself not alone.  You’re a part of a set apart people, a community, the church.  

Your position has changed vertically with respect to God but also horizontally with 

respect to people.  Paul is addressing the saints (plural) in Philippi as a whole.  And this 

collection of saints in Philippi had overseers and deacons – two offices that we see 

elsewhere in the NT were part of church structure.  This group that Paul leaves behind at 

the end of Acts 16 in Lydia’s living room quickly appointed overseers and deacons.  I 

just think it’s important to note that the saints had overseers and deacons.  Paul’s writing 

to a church.  He wasn’t just writing individual saints or a group of disconnected saints in 

a city or even a group of saints that got together to hang out at Lydia’s house.  The saints 

in Philippi had organized as a church with overseers (which is the same word for pastors 

or elders) and had appointed deacons.  This was a church. 

 Why am I making such a big deal out of this?  Because I think the Christianity 

that Paul is addressing here is countercultural in our world today in at least two respects.  

First of all, we’re very individualistic.  People nowadays don’t know what it means to 

have a corporate identity.  We grow up and move away from our parents.  We move 

several times in our lives.  One author has dubbed our generation of rootless people as 

“nowherians.”
3
  Gone are the days of working for one company your whole career (like 

my grandfather did).  The end result is that we are a bunch of disconnected, isolated 

individuals drifting through life alone.  We’re lonely, but we are so accustomed to and 

have this individualism so ingrained in us that we resist conformity to a larger whole. 

And many who claim to be Christian carry this mindset into their Christianity.  

They don’t see themselves as part of a redeemed community but as an individual, 

spiritual consumer.  And thus they drift from church to church, or come sporadically, or 

hesitate to commit.  I call it eclectic ecclesiology – grab a little here, grab a little there.  

We are taught to see our salvation as a personal, individual thing.  We refuse to see 

ourselves as part of a whole.  Paul would not have approved.  When he preached the 

gospel in Philippi, whole households believed, and he left behind a community that 

followed Paul’s prescription for elders and deacons and so when Paul writes to the 

Christians in Philippi a few years later he writes to “all the saints in Christ Jesus… 
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together with the overseers and deacons” – in other words a church.  This is a 

countercultural idea because we are so individualistic in our thinking. 

 Secondly, we’re rabidly anti-institutional.  Postmoderns rebel against anything 

that smacks of an institution.  We can’t stand authority.  Structure is a straight-jacket.  To 

see ourselves belonging to other people is hard enough.  Once you add in the element of 

ecclesiological structure people get very irritated.  I’ll admit, I don’t like overly complex, 

institutionalized organizations which is why I find the NT model for the church 

refreshing.  Elders and deacons.  That’s all.  It’s simple.  It doesn’t have to be bogged 

down in bureaucratic red tape.  But any way you slice it, the church is still an institution.  

It’s a divinely ordained institution.  To be in Christ is to be a part of it.  Paul would have 

no category for a Christian that wasn’t committed to a local church.  This is 

countercultural, but this is what the Bible portrays as the norm. 

 Guess what?  Being a student at a Christian college doesn’t count.  Being heavily 

involved in an urban Christian ministry isn’t the same thing.  A campus fellowship group 

isn’t a church.  Being part of a Christian chat room, having Christian roommates, going to 

a Bible study at work doesn’t work.  I made this mistake when I was in college.  It was a 

Christian college.  I had chapel three times a week, required Bible classes (I was a Bible 

major!), discipleship small groups on my dorm floor, served in an inner-city ministry 

through the college,… and I skipped around from church to church on Sunday or 

sometimes didn’t even go for nearly 3 years.  When I did settle on a church I just slipped 

in for an hour and slipped out every Sunday morning.  I regret that deeply.  I don’t think I 

can overstate how deficient a Christian life that is.  It would boggle Paul’s mind. 

You’ll notice that in the bulletin and on the information table in the back there’s 

information about becoming an official member of IBC.  Now I’m not just trying to get 

people to sign up and be a part of an organization.  It’s not like all I care about is getting 

people to sign on the dotted line and join some club.  I care about your spiritual health.  

Please consider making this your church, busting out of the destructive individualistic 

ethos, counteracting the postmodern allergy to authority and structure.  Don’t just keep 

community at a distance, jump in.  That is if you have experienced the switchover of 

masters and see yourself as a slave to Christ.  At the same time I want to say that I fully 

expect there to always be people exploring Jesus and faith within this community and I 

want this to be a safe and welcoming place to do that for as long as you need. 

Paul writes to the saints in Christ Jesus, that is the ones which are in Philippi with 

overseers and deacons – author, recipient, and now the greeting.  He writes, “grace and 

peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 2).  He identified 

himself as the author, but added Timothy and the description of themselves as slaves of 

Christ; he identified his addressees, but in doing so said something profound about their 

status in Christ and their relation to each other.  Now he takes the standard, rote, Greek 

greeting – cai,rein – and modifies it again, changing the infinitive into a noun – ca,rij 
[grace].  He also adds the more Jewish concept of peace – shalom.  Not just a bland – 

greeting – but another theologically loaded phrase – “grace and peace to you from God 

our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 2). 

 

Conclusion 
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 This is where I want to bring this little introduction to the letter to the Philippians 

to a close.  Paul pronounces God’s grace and peace on this church in Philippi.  Think 

with me, if you will, about those two words: 

 Grace – Grace is a thoroughly Christian concept.  No other religious system quite 

has this idea, that God loves, gives, forgives, accepts not based on anything we do, but in 

spite of what we do.  The Father lavishes his love on us unconditionally in the person of 

Jesus.  In the words of the U2 song titled, “Grace,” – “It’s a thought that changed the 

world;” and “she travels outside of karma.”  Karma is the understanding that you can 

never escape your deeds.  It’s a rigid, closed system of cause and effect.  Grace breaks 

those rules. 

 I read about a people group in China recently called the Ersu people who don’t 

have a place in their culture for compassion.  The idea of sympathy is completely foreign.  

“Their belief in reincarnation leads them to think that afflicted people only receive what 

they deserve from living an evil past life.”  There’s no grace.  Grace is a rare commodity 

in the world today.  We’re all broken and hurting people yearning for healing and 

comfort in some way.  The Christian message is that God is a God of grace.  It is his in 

infinite abundance to pour out freely on people.  And so Paul brought greetings of grace 

to the church of Philippi. 

 Peace – The OT, Jewish concept of peace or shalom is a holistic idea of well-

being, of wholeness.  I ask: is peace a characteristic of our world today?  But by God’s 

grace, shown in the death of our Lord Jesus the Christ, we can have peace with God, no 

longer tormented by a sense of disconnection, alienation, enmity.  Our agitated souls can 

be set at rest within us.  Our relationships with people can be restored.  Our lives can be 

balanced, ordered, fulfilled.  Do you long for peace, a peace that passes understanding?  

An experience of serenity?  How many of you need a rest, a break, a respite from the 

pressures of performance, trying to measure up, impress people, impress God, the frenetic 

pace of modern life, the fragmentation it produces?  How many of you wrestle daily with 

feelings of guilt, insecurity, fear? 

 Paul greets the church in Philippi with these words, pointing them to the grace 

and peace made available through God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  I want to 

direct you to those twin ideas and ask God to fill this community with his grace and 

peace.  May God fill this church with his grace and with his peace.  May he refresh us 

through his Spirit.  All the saints in Christ Jesus at Immanuel Baptist Church, together 

with the overseers and deacons: Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the 

Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Communion 
 God the Father’s ultimate demonstration of his grace came when he sent his Son 

into this world to suffer the consequences of sin on behalf of guilt laden and conflicted 

people.  He died on the cross in our place so that we could have peace.  That’s what we 

celebrate in the Lord’s Table.  Christ’s blood covers us so that when God looks at us he 

sees us as saints.  This is grace.  Let’s meditate on God’s grace.  May you hear him 

whispering in your ear, “I love you.  Believe me, I love you.  Come to this table and feast 

and relish in my love for you.” 

 

Benediction 
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The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face shine upon you and be 

gracious to you; the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace. – Numbers 6:24-

26 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, November 5, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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15:23 and 23:26. 
3
 Pico Iyer is the author.  I got this from Tim Keller. 


