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Text 
I thank my God every time I remember you. 

4 
In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy 

5 

because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, 
6 
being confident of this, that he who 

began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus. 

 

Introduction 
 If you didn’t have email, voicemail, text messaging, instant messaging, 

telephones, or telegrams and there was someone you really loved and cared for that lived 

far away and you wanted to communicate something important to them… when you sat 

down to write them a letter would you try really hard, through your word choice and 

word order and metaphors and flow of thought, to clearly get across your message?  And 

if you received a long-expected letter from someone you really respected and loved 

would you maybe read it through really fast to see what he said, but then go back and 

look over every word carefully and try to really understand what he was saying and pour 

over each phrase? 

Well, last week we began our reading together of Paul’s letter to the church in 

Philippi.  It is a warm, affectionate correspondence between Paul and a church he loved 

dearly, but this letter has been preserved because churches throughout the centuries have 

also found that in a certain sense it is a letter from God to them too.  As we pour over 

each word and begin to understand what Paul had in mind when he wrote to all the saints 

in Philippi we also begin to hear God’s voice speaking to us today in Chicago.  So last 

week we looked briefly at how this church in Philippi originally got started by Paul and 

Timothy and Silas and Luke – a story that’s told in Acts 16.  And then we dug into the 

first two verses of Paul’s letter.  Why did he identify himself as a servant/slave?  Why did 

he identify his recipients as saints?  Why did he mention that they had overseers and 

deacons? 

Today we’re going to look closely at the next four verses after the greeting and 

see how Paul starts into the body of his letter.  And as we do here is what I believe we 

will find God saying to us:  it’s just this – salvation begins, continues, and ends as a 

gracious act of God. 

 

Let’s pray… 
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The Praying Paul 

 In the first century you started a letter with an identification of yourself, your 

addressees, and then a generic greeting.  Last week we saw how Paul does that in this 

letter, but invests each of those customs with profound theological meaning.  Some letters 

we have from that time also followed this standard salutation up with a thanksgiving to 

the gods for benefits received and a petition for more of their blessings on the readers.  

Paul again complies with the protocol, but bends it to fit his distinctly Christian agenda.  

Paul starts by declaring that he gives thanks to God (his God, the biblical God) every 

time he remembers the Philippians.  And you get the sense that this isn’t just a mere 

pleasantry, a thing to say.  Paul is bubbling over with thanks (which is a form of praise) 

to the God that he knew personally to be the one, true God. 

And it appears that Paul was a man who really prayed.  He wasn’t just saying 

something to say something.  He was serious.  He says he gives thanks to his God with 

each remembrance of the Philippians (each time he thinks of them).  Then he sticks in an 

adverb – always (this is not just a rare occurrence).  And then, as if that were not enough, 

he adds the phrase – in each prayer of mine on behalf of all of you.  Paul prayed.  Paul 

prayed for others.  Paul prayed often. 

 Here at Immanuel we have several different small groups that meet together on a 

night of the week to hang out and share our lives with each other and study the Bible 

together.  If you’re not involved in one of those and that sounds neat to you, let me know.  

But right now in our small groups we’re going through a book that looks at Paul’s prayer 

life.  I’m actually really enjoying it.  It’s amazing how much insight into prayer we get 

from Paul and how much his prayers were dominated by praying for people and what he 

prayed for people.  Paul prayed.  Paul prayed for others.  Paul prayed often.  How many 

of you, if you’re honest, don’t pray much or when you do pray something like this – 

“Give me this, give me that; do it quickly, and that’s that.”  Or, “God bless me and my 

wife, my son John and his wife, us four and no more.  Amen.”
1
  Paul prayed for other 

people, regularly, and not just a few of his favorites.  He says here that he prays for all of 

the Philippians. 

Can you imagine what Paul’s prayer list was like?  Because he says something 

similar in several of his other letters to other churches (i.e. Rom. 1:8; 1Thess. 1:2)!  He 

knew lots of people.  I picture a man with a roll of parchment in his pocket all the time 

that was filled with names of people from all over the Mediterranean world that he knew 

and prayed for.  And so as he was walking from one city to the next he would have his 

scroll out praying through people.  As he was working in Ephesus on his tents (Paul was 

a tentmaker by trade) he would have his roll out with names of people from other places 

to pray for. 

Paul was a pray-er.  He starts off his letter by telling the Philippians how much he 

thanks God for all of them in his prayers for them.  And then he says something 

intriguing – he says he makes his prayers with joy.  He prays with joy!  When he got to 

Rome and was under house arrest I’m sure he spent a lot of his time going through that 

tattered list praying for people in Antioch and Damascus and Colosse and Philippi.  And 

it was fun!  It brought a smile to his face.  Now, how many of you would say that prayer 

is a joyful thing for you, it’s something you look forward to?  Why not?  What was Paul 

doing differently? 
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Now let’s just talk straight here for a moment.  Let’s be real honest: most of you 

don’t pray that much.  It’s okay, you can admit it.  You don’t have to pretend.  I’m not 

trying to make you feel guilty.  In fact, I think most Christians don’t pray precisely 

because it’s an issue of guilt.  “I know I should pray; everyone else seems to be praying 

(at least they say they pray); I’ve got to pray… but I don’t feel like it.”  For most, prayer 

is a duty, a drudgery, something you’re supposed to do as a good Christian.  Others pray, 

but it’s mostly a daily Christmas list for God.  “God, I need health insurance / a new car / 

sleep.”  “Lord, please help me with my job interview / my test / my dating life.”  There’s 

a rightful place in our prayers for these petitions.  It’s not that they’re wrong, but if prayer 

is just like going and sitting on Santa’s lap and asking for things all the time that too will 

grow old.  And maybe you do spend time praying for people, but it’s depressing.  I’ll be 

honest, this is where I find myself a lot.  If I think about it hard enough, pretty much 

everybody is doing something I don’t like.  And with every remembrance of them I get 

upset, not joyful.  And again I’m not saying there isn’t a place for grieving over people 

who are hurting themselves by their decisions or for being concerned for people.  There 

is.  But when you pray for other people as if you are their savior… that’s a set-up for a 

discouraging and joyless prayer life.  Does anyone know what I’m talking about? 

In all of these ways prayer can so easily become a dreaded, unhappy task.  But 

what if prayer was an occasion to be reminded of who God is, how big he is, how good 

he is?  What if it was a chance to savor and rest in the reality that God is a God who 

saves, from beginning to end?  What if it wasn’t a duty, or asking for a new toy, or 

carrying the world on your shoulders, but an opportunity to see God on the move?  What 

if it was a chance to reflect on a God that was so amazing that he was at work in the 

world to bring salvation, a chance to ask him for something bigger than a new toy, a 

chance to realize that everything does not depend on you?  Why is it that our prayer life is 

so different from Paul’s?  Could it be that we have lost sight of the fact or fail to see 

altogether that salvation begins, continues, and ends as a gracious act of God? 

 

The Saving God 
 This, I believe is the main thing we need to get out of today.  My wife was telling 

me this week that when she was growing up the sermon at church was associated in her 

mind with feeling guilty that she wasn’t doing something she was supposed to be doing.  

Christianity became a laundry list of things to do – “I’ve got to read my Bible more.  I’ve 

got to tithe.  I’ve got to pray.”  This is not a sermon about praying.  This is a sermon 

about God.  I want to see the God that Paul saw that caused him to write these things.  

What kind of God inspires joyful prayer?  What kind of God was Paul talking about when 

he wrote to the Philippians? 

 Let’s review.  Paul tells the Philippians that he thanks God every time he thinks of 

them in his prayers.  He prays regularly for all of them and he prays these repeated 

prayers of thanksgiving with joy.  It makes him giddy.  Why?  “Because,” v. 5, “of your 

partnership in the gospel from the first day until now.”  When Paul thinks of the church in 

Philippi he thinks back to when he first went there in response to a vision of God that told 

him to go there (see again Acts 16).  When Paul thinks of the church in Philippi he thinks 

of how he proclaimed the gospel to a bunch of women down by the river and “the Lord 

opened [Lydia’s] heart to respond to Paul’s message” (Acts 16:14) and she in turn opened 

her home to Paul and his coworkers.  When Paul thinks of the church in Philippi he 
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thinks of how God continued to work to save more people by opening their hearts to the 

gospel; a church was established there and lives were changed.  And when Paul thinks of 

the church in Philippi he remembers how after he left town they continued to share the 

gospel message with others in Philippi and God grew the church.  And he also remembers 

how the church in Philippi sent Paul aid right after he left Philippi while he was in 

Thessalonica so that he could keep proclaiming the gospel to those there (4:14ff) and they 

did the same on other occasions (cf. 2Cor. 8:2-3, 11:9).  In short, Paul recalls how they 

became a church that shared with him in the gospel and partnered with him in its 

advancement. 

 For this reason Paul makes his thanksgiving with joy.  God has been at work.  It’s 

a thanksgiving; a thanksgiving to whom?  To God!  Paul thanks God that the Philippians 

share in the gospel blessings with him and in the task of telling the gospel to others.  

Why?  Because it was God who orchestrated that in their lives!  God made it happen.  

Paul thanked God because God had made them participants in the gospel.  Think of your 

own story, if you have come to believe the gospel and I’m sure you’ll see it’s true.  It has 

been the sovereign work of God hasn’t it?  The Philippians’ salvation was all God’s 

doing.  God had been at work.  This becomes even clearer when we look at v. 6. 

 Paul’s repeated prayers of thanksgiving were characterized by joy and by 

confidence.  Paul is confident that “he who began a good work in [the Philippians] will 

carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus” (v. 6).  Again, it’s God who began 

the good work in them.  God saved them by making them participants in the gospel.  But 

not only that, we see more here too – God continues to save them by keeping them in his 

grace and growing them so that they will be ultimately saved on the judgment day when 

they stand before Christ.  Do you realize that salvation is not a one-time thing – you trust 

in Christ and then you have a ticket to heaven?  Salvation involves trusting in Christ 

everyday right up until the day you die. 

 Going back to the analogy I used last week…  If you’ve believed the gospel 

you’re a saint – a set apart one – in Christ Jesus.  God has taken you and placed you “in 

Christ.”  I said that was kind of like if it were possible for there to be a kind of eclipse 

where the sun passed between the earth and the moon.  From the vantage point of earth 

the moon could be said to be “in” the sun and so when you looked at the moon you saw 

the sun, shining brightly.  Likewise, the gospel says that by faith you are set apart and in 

Jesus and when God the Father looks at you he sees the Son, shining brightly. 

 Well it doesn’t stop there.  God has a purpose for you in saving you and that 

purpose, Rom. 8:29 tells us, is to be “conformed to the likeness of his Son.”  That cold, 

lifeless, dark moon that was eclipsed by the sun is slowly set on fire as it gets heated up.  

It’s a slow process – patches here and there.  But the fire slowly begins to sweep across 

the surface of the moon until eventually it covers the whole surface and then begins to 

actually heat up the core until it starts to burn and the moon is transformed into a little 

star itself, shining brightly. 

 That is what God does.  He sets us apart in Christ, doesn’t hold our sins against 

us, and then (he’s not done) he actually starts to work in us to route out the sin in our 

lives and change our desires and passions and to make us more holy.  Now that’s a 

process and that process will never be complete until we die, but that is the trajectory you 

are on if you have believed the gospel.  Two things: 
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(1) God works it in us.  It’s not like initial faith is a work of God, but persevering 

faith is all up to us.  We’ll look at this more when we get to Philippians 2:12-13 

where it says, “Work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who 

works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.”  God continues the 

good work he began, and… 

 

(2) it is a process.  The Christian life is a struggle.  Large parts of your life may 

remain cold, dark, and lifeless for quite awhile, some flames may flicker, you may not 

change as fast as you want sometimes, but God is at work.  It’s like my daughter 

Lucy.  We see her everyday and don’t notice the slow, gradual growth, but every time 

someone comes over after not seeing her for a few days she says, “Wow!  She’s 

changed so much.”  It’s like those videos you can find on You Tube where people 

take pictures of themselves every day for 8 years and then string all of them together 

in rapid succession.  If you took two days next to each other and compared them you 

wouldn’t notice much change.  But if you look at day 1 next to day 2,920 you see a 

lot of change.  That’s the Christian life. 

 

Paul was filled with joy because of God’s work to save those in the church at Philippi and 

with confidence that the work that God started he would finish.  God finishes what he 

starts.  Paul just knew that the Philippians would stand before Jesus at the last day pure 

and blameless, because of God.  This is the God Paul knew – a God who saved, from 

start to finish; a Jesus who was both the author and the perfecter, as the book of Hebrews 

puts it, of people’s faith (cf. Heb. 12:2) and from whose hands no one can be snatched 

(cf. Jn. 10:28).  Such a God quite naturally elicits joyful and confident thanksgiving. 

 

The Saved People 

 Now, the question you may be asking is – how can I know if God has begun a 

good work in me?  How can I have this confidence for myself that God has started to 

save me, is saving me, and will one day ultimately save me to live with him forever?  

Because if this truth applies to you, then it certainly is comforting – “My future is sealed.  

I know God will keep working in me and I can have assurance of eternal life.”  But how 

can I have assurance of that assurance?  How can I know that I have been saved in the 

first place? 

 I think the answer, or at least a large part of the answer, is found in v. 5.  How do 

you know that God began a good work in you?  You have a partnership in the gospel.  

How did Paul know that what happened in Philippi was really God’s powerful work to 

convert people and set them on the sure-fire path to eternal life and not just some flash in 

the pan profession of faith that wasn’t really real and wouldn’t really last?  From the get 

go they began to participate in the advancement of the gospel themselves!  One person 

translates this phrase here as “partnership for (the furtherance of) the gospel,”
2
 another as 

“cooperation [in promoting] the gospel.”
3
  It’s not just some passive participation, merely 

sharing in a belief.  They actively participated in the spread of the gospel by giving 

financial gifts to Paul for his continued ministry, but also by praying for Paul and the 

advancement of the gospel (cf. 1:19), by sharing sympathetically in Paul’s sufferings (cf. 

4:14), and by working themselves to see the same gospel move forward and reach more 
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people even within Philippi (cf. 1:27-28, 2:16).  They were a missional church.  That’s 

how Paul knew something had really happened in them and that their salvation was sure. 

 If God has indeed saved you, you will continue to grow, you will never fall away, 

you can have a sure hope that you will live forever with him.  But if you aren’t a partner 

in the advance of the gospel, God has not saved you.  It’s impossible to claim that you 

have tasted of the goodness of the good news, that you have realized the wretchedness of 

your sins and felt the freedom of forgiveness, that you’ve experienced God’s undeserved 

love and acceptance and been filled with hope and yet not have a deep desire to see 

others experience God’s grace too.  Do you see what I’m saying?  This is how you know 

God has begun a good work in you – your life is bent on seeing Christ’s kingdom 

advance.  If you don’t care about others hearing the gospel you haven’t really heard the 

gospel.  And if you care about others hearing the gospel you will do everything you can 

to be a part of them hearing it.  When you get saved you start caring about other people 

getting saved. 

 More than caring… you actively participate through giving money to church and 

ministries and international missionaries, through praying for God’s kingdom to come in 

your neighborhood and throughout the world, through living your life in such a way so as 

to share the gospel with people in your web of relationships through word and in deed; 

throwing in your gifts and talents and abilities and connections for the cause of Christ.  

Of course it’s not your job to convert – God does that; God saves.  But God uses us; it is 

our job to share with others the reality we’ve tasted of for “how can they believe in the 

one of whom they have not heard?  And how can they hear without someone preaching to 

them” (Rom. 10:14)?  If you’ve tasted the best sugar cream pie ever and it’s free and the 

supplies are infinite you can’t help but to beckon others to taste it for themselves.  This is 

how you know you’re in the kingdom – you live for the kingdom.  Do you care about the 

kingdom of God?  Does your life show it… in how you spend your time, your money, 

your social capital, where you live, where you work, where you hang out?  Are you 

partnered with others (i.e. the church; this is not an individualistic thing) to see Christ’s 

reign expand over more and more territory?  Is the advancement of the gospel dear to 

you?  If so, you’ve been saved by God, are being saved by God, and will most certainly 

be saved by God on the last day. 

 

Conclusion 
How do you know that God began a good work in you?  You have a partnership 

in the gospel.  Now some of you may be asking, “How do I get a partnership in the 

gospel?  How do I become someone who’s concerned with the gospel cause?”  Answer – 

you believe the gospel.  I’m not trying to be obnoxious.  I’m being serious.  The truth is 

that we never outgrow our need to be reminded of the gospel message.  Remembering the 

gospel is the fuel that drives our partnership in the gospel which is the evidence that the 

gospel has taken root in our lives and will grow and develop until one day we stand 

before Jesus mature and with much fruit. 

And what is the gospel?  It’s the marvelous truth that salvation begins, 

continues, and ends as a gracious act of God.  God saves.  We are sinners in need of 

salvation and we cannot lift a finger to save ourselves.  There’s nothing we can do to earn 

salvation.  We do not deserve to be saved and be with God forever, but out of his mercy 

he sent his Son – Jesus – to die on the cross to pay the penalty for our sin, that penalty 
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being God’s wrath.  And in his sovereignty he ordained that we be born where and when 

we were and that at the right time he would send someone or, most likely, someones into 

our lives who would tell us about Jesus’ death on the cross.  And God miraculously in an 

instant or over time opened our hearts to believe that it was for us, that Jesus suffered in 

our place.  And he filled us with a sense of being loved even though we were unlovable 

and his love began to fill us and take over our lives.  And even though there are set-backs 

and struggles we are still growing in him as he purifies our hearts and we have the hope 

of eternal life with him.  There’s nothing we can do to earn salvation.  Salvation begins, 

continues, and ends as a gracious act of God. 

I was at a conference last weekend on the topic of the missional church, 

something we talk a lot about here… we want to be a church like the Philippian church 

that was on mission with Paul.  And I was eating lunch with some of the other attendees 

and one person asked, “Why do so many churches fail to see this; fail to care about the 

lost outside of the church and just focus on themselves and preserving their religious 

traditions?”  And I immediately replied (with a flare of brilliance tinged with self-

righteousness), “Because they forget the gospel.  They so easily forget that they are just 

sinners saved by God’s grace and no better than anyone else.”  Church’s lose this 

participation in the advance of the gospel because they forget the gospel themselves.  

They begin to see themselves as better than other people, which leads to an exclusionary 

us vs. them mentality.  And that’s totally opposite of the gospel. 

We all nodded our heads around the table and then one woman spoke up and said, 

“Yeah, that’s true… but I forget that every day myself.”  And I realized, “Yeah, me too.”  

We all are tempted to turn God’s grace into a badge of pride, a criterion for exclusion.  

We all need to remember the gospel.  That’s partly why we eat this meal together every 

week.  To be reminded of Christ’s sacrifice and of the fact that salvation begins, 

continues, and ends entirely as a gracious act of God.  This is where I want us to end – 

meditating on the preciousness of the gospel as we prepare to eat together of the Lord’s 

Table. 

 

Benediction 
May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through.  May your whole 

spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The one 

who calls you is faithful and he will do it. – 1 Thessalonians 5:23 
 

 

 

 

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