
1 

 

Sermon 1775 Philippians 1.3-11 December 5, 2021 

It has come to my attention that many of you got your Christmas trees up this 

week.  I hear they look pretty good, even if you got a live tree, you know, the one 

that was perfect except for that one flat spot--that went towards the wall.  I know, 

with the price of trees, you probably got a smaller one, so some of the ornaments 

didn’t get put out, but it looks pretty good, in spite of a little trouble getting the lights 

even (they still aren’t perfectly even) and one bulb refuses to light.  Overall, a job 

well done!  How nice to sit in the darkened living room and look at the Christmas 

tree lights burning brightly.  Doesn’t it even seem like the tree is happy?  Well done! 

In more than a few places the Bible calls God’s people the planting of the Lord, 

the tree he has caused to grow.  While our Christmas trees look pretty good, his 

planting looks absolutely wonderful.  He admires it.  He brags about it.  He shows 

it off.  I know the Christmas tree of the Lord is happy over the Lord’s job well done. 

Again I Say Rejoice: A Job Well Done 

1. Knowing what’s what (3-6, 9-10a). 

2. Above the fray (7-8, 10b-11). 

“I thank my God every time I remember you.  In all my prayers for all of you, I 

always pray with joy because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day 

until now, 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 (3-6).” 

I can’t prove this, but I think the Philippians were Paul’s favorite congregation.  

Unlike his other letters, “epistles,” we call them, Paul has no words of correction 

for the congregation.  The Galatians mistakenly thought you had to be a Jew in order 

to be a Christian.  The Colossians were caught up on this pie in the sky 

spirituality/mystic elitism.  The Corinthians, whew! where do we start?  But there 

is only joy upon joy in Paul’s heart when we thinks about and prays for his fellow 

believers at Philippi.  Of all the congregations, they were the only ones who 

regularly sent financial gifts to Paul so he could devote himself to preaching and 

teaching the Gospel full-time in all the towns he visited.  And the Philippians were 

dirt poor!  In a very special way they had partnered with Paul. 

God had started a good work among them.  They had believed the Gospel.  God 

the Holy Spirit had implanted faith in their hearts through Paul’s preaching of the 

story of Jesus’ love, his life, death and resurrection.  Paul was confident God would 

keep that good work going until day the Philippians entered heaven. 

That good work would show itself in discernment.  “And this is my prayer: that 

your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that 

you may be able to discern what is best (9a).” 

The Philippians, you, I, all God’s people, are a job well done because we know 

what’s what. 



2 

 

Knowing what’s what is really what discernment is all about.  Discernment is 

the goal of knowledge.  That’s what we strive for with our insight.  They are all 

fancy words for knowing what’s what.  This tree is evil.   This tree is good.  Knowing 

what’s what. 

Well, the world thinks it already knows what’s what.  The unbelieving world 

says it doesn’t need any help from God.  What please the individual is what’s what.  

Everything centers around me.  Economists call this consumerism.  The customer is 

always right.  The entertainment industry relentlessly works this angle.  Even if you 

aren’t the center of attention, you can be close enough to the center of attention to 

have lots of fun.  And if that’s not working out for you somebody is selling 

something you can drink or smoke or inject that will let you party on your own.  

Lots of money to be made.  Lots of memories to forget.  While we may admit we 

used to live like that, now we claim to be free from that self-centeredness.  Until we 

are caught in one of two lanes of merging traffic before a construction zone and are 

determined not to let the other guy in front of us.  Or when we brag we got the last 

jar of marshmallow cream at the grocery store.  And how we hate the people who 

are the first to mail us a Christmas present.  It makes us look bad! 

You realize psychiatrists call this sort of thinking a mental disorder.  Infants are 

supposed to grow out of that stage where they think they are the only ones who 

matter.  But for you, we’ll make an exception! 

By nature we don’t know what’s what.   By nature we would all end up in hell 

for the hating and hateful lives our sinful human nature would have us live.  Thanks 

be to God!  He sent Jesus, true Wisdom from on high.  By his teachings, the Good 

Samaritan, the Prodigal Son, he showed us how to place others before ourselves.  

But even more, he took our place in leading a selfless life.  He put others before 

himself.  Bone tired, he teaches, heals and feeds over 5000 people.   He willingly 

walked into the death-trap set for him.  His death on the cross meant life eternal for 

you, for me, for the world.  Jesus is our righteousness.  He took our selfish sins upon 

himself.  He gave us his selfless deeds and life. 

Because God has placed this trust in our hearts, we know what’s what. 

We know we have a much-needed Savior, Christ, the Lord.  When our sins 

horrify us, when our dirty deeds trouble us, when our past haunts us, Jesus assures 

us because of him, we are right with God.  Don’t dwell on those things—it is only 

the devil trying to pry us away from our Savior. 

We know what is truly good, what is best for us.  Of course this means we will 

avoid temptations and exposing ourselves to needless risks.  Of course this means 

we will value our spiritual health just as much as we value our physical health.  

Youth sports teams are not good for the kids (or the parents) if they consistently 

take us away from Sunday worship and Sunday School.  Here’s three words for you 

athletes, Monday Night Worship. 
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And of course, this means we will never back away from a fight that has to be 

fought.  Can I give you an example? 

Jesus had a habit of healing people on the Sabbath.   The Pharisees and other 

religious leaders hated this.  They had so twisted God’s Sabbath law (knock off 

work to give rest to your body and go to worship to find rest for your soul).  I had a 

glimpse of this when I was talking with my Jewish cardiologist about intermittent 

fasting.   I explained there were about eight hours I figured I could eat.  He 

understood me to say there were eight hours I couldn’t eat and he said that wouldn’t 

help at all!  I think Christians look at what they can do.  If your Christianity is pretty 

much what you can’t do, start going to a Lutheran church.  And if you are already a 

member of Green Valley Evangelical Lutheran Church, start listening to my 

sermons. 

Well, Jesus challenged them one day.  “Is it lawful to do good on the Sabbath?”  

When his enemies remained silent, he told a man with a withered hand to stretch 

out his hand and when the man did, it was completely healed.  The Pharisees 

straightway went out of the synagogue and began to plot with King Herod’s men 

how to kill Jesus (Mark 3.1-6). 

Maye the fight was saying the table prayer at the Thanksgiving Day feast in spite 

of your atheist uncle’s presence.  Maybe the fight is deciding how much to give to 

the Lord in 2022, when your new self says first fruits and your sinful human nature 

says scraps.  Maybe it’s overcoming the fear of COVID (or the inertia of watching 

online) and coming to in-person worship.  The fight is different for each of us, but 

it is a fight you have to fight if you know what’s what. 

We are the Lord’s work.  We are a job well done above the fray (7-8, 9b-11). 

“It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart; 

for whether I am in chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all of you share 

in God’s grace with me.  God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection 

of Christ Jesus.  And this is my prayer: that you may be pure and blameless, filled 

with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and 

praise of God (7-8, 10b-11).” 

Certainly a job well done calls for praise.  Everybody admires it.  Everybody 

appreciates it.  I like living on a street where Christmas decorations drive the early 

December darkness away.  Well done! 

In a similar way God’s work calls forth praise.  You and I are doing that right 

now as we worship our Lord and listen to him speak to us. 

But there is something else a job well done accomplishes.  It is a force.  It is a 

power.  It is an influence.  As the years have gone by more and more of the neighbors 

are decorating their homes for Christmas.  It’s not so much keeping up with the 

Joneses—none of the decorations are over the top.  No one is nagging anyone to do 
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it.  It’s more of catching the spirit.  Look how many people have Christmas 

decorations!  Maybe we should do something, too.  How about a blowup penguin?  

It looks charming. 

Purity is like that.  We think of purity as something protected, held back, under 

lock and key so it doesn’t become stained.  So it carries the idea among us of 

something without contamination.  Contaminationless! 

But that idea is carried by Paul’s next word for our Christian lives, blameless. 

No, he’s telling us something more when the Holy Spirit moved him to use the 

word “pure.” There is a power to moral purity.  There is an influence to moral purity. 

Moral purity calls forth a higher standard in others.  Moral purity raises the bar 

which everyone wants to surpass.  We hear of the race to the bottom.  Competing 

states wants to throw more and more tax incentives at this mega-company or that to 

relocate to their state or county.  The lowest bidder wins, no matter what the social 

costs may be.  We see it in our politics as, not only one party speaks against the 

other party in disparaging and disgusting terms, but even within ranks of political 

parties the head hunting and potshots take place.  Everyone who throws mud ends 

up muddied. 

Moral purity raises the bar.  Moral purity looks at what is important and remains 

above the fray.  Have you ever wondered how Christianity could exist in so many 

places and at so many times?  There were Christians in Caesar’s Rome.  There were 

Christians in Uganda under the dictator Idi Amin.  There were Christians on both 

sides of the lines in World War I, British, French, German and American.  There are 

a growing number of Christians in Asia, some underground, if need be, to avoid 

state or sectarian persecution. 

The preaching of Jesus Christ has a moral purity about it that addresses what 

really matters.  What is my relationship to God?  What is my relationship to my 

fellow man?  The Gospel, the message of Jesus’ perfect life led for us and his 

sacrificial death on the cross, defines our relationship to God.  And it motivates our 

relationship with our fellow man.  Love your neighbor as yourself as 

Commandments Four through Ten lay out.  Who cares what kind of government is 

established in that country.  Whether King Louis is beheaded and Napoleon takes 

over, the Gospel is still the same and my response towards it, faith towards God and 

service to my fellow man remains the same.  Whether there is a 28% or a 23% 

capital gains tax is not a point to be debated here.  The moral purity of the Gospel 

moves us to show respect and honor to all who are in authority, even if we didn’t 

vote for them.  We live in an age where politics is entering into everything.  Not 

here.  There is a higher power within these walls and within our hearts.  That’s part 

of the moral purity Paul is talking about. 

The other part of that moral purity is the moral authority that flows from it.  In 

more than a few places the Apostle Paul urged his readers to follow his example, to 
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closely match the pattern of those who went before them.  And in the same breath 

he urged the leaders to watch their life and teaching closely so that they would be 

examples to their brothers and sisters in the faith.  This purity kept the apostolic 

message going.  It called forth courage and faithfulness in generation after 

generation.   This purity still works in the congregation of believers.  We see the 

examples of others.  We note their way of life.  We want that.  We want to be more 

like them.  It is nothing flashy, nothing rehearsed.  It is authentic.  It is natural.   It 

is just the way we live.  We look up to each other.  We walk with each other.  We 

guide and instruct each other.  Maybe that’s why this is a special place in our town, 

a special time in our week.  This is not a rehashing of aches and bruises, a recounting 

of wrongs and slights suffered.  Here the Lord has accomplished a job well done 

above the fray. 

Again I Say Rejoice: A Job Well Done 

1. Knowing what’s what (3-6, 9-10a). 

2. Above the fray (7-8, 10b-11). 

Christmas trees and lights.  Carols and good cheer.  What a season this is!  What 

a life God has called us into!  Rejoice! 


