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                 Philippians 1:3-6

The Gospel Gives Grounds for Thanksgiving

1.   It gives us something great we share

2.   It gives us something great we bear
They had been married for 60 years.  60 years—such a long time…so many memories.  Their children and grandchildren and great grandchildren were gathered around them at the party.  The lights had been turned off and the movie screen began to show slides of their life together.  With each passing slide, they exchanged those unspoken little touches and looks—unspoken and yet conveying whole paragraphs of meaning.  These were pictures of happy times.  Smiling faces at birthday parties and summer vacations, Thanksgiving and Christmas.  They had learned that in their marriage, shared joy was joy doubled.  

But for every slide that passed by, in their minds 10 times as many shuffled through.  There were no slides of the time that he spent in Korea. There were no slides of how the picture and thoughts of his wife kept him going every day.  There is no slide to show how close you can feel to someone who is so far away.  There were no slides of the children they lost before they were born.  No slides of the desperate moments when finances and bills and Murphy’s Law all conspired to sink them into the deep pit of debt.  Even if those slides existed, who would put them in—such depressing and sad things?  But who could understand that these were not bad memories.  In fact, it was these very moments that they cherished more than any other.  For it was in the tough times that their love and understanding of each other grew and made deep roots into their hearts, bonding them together closer every time.  They had learned that in their marriage, shared grief was grief cut in half.  They had survived the terrible storms of their life huddled together in the shelter of each other’s arms.  And they thanked God that he had sustained them through the good and the bad.
That is a beautiful marriage.  That is a marriage that makes your heart ache not with sorrow but with deep appreciation for such a rare thing.  It is a union of two imperfect people and because of that it can never be perfect.  But where there is forgiveness for faults, the cuts are mended.  When each spouse spends their whole time looking out for the needs of the other spouse, and not for themselves, the bond grows stronger.  

On the very opposite end of the spectrum is the ugly marriage.  It is a marriage where each person gives 50%, and only if the other person is giving their 50%.  The less one gives, the less the other gives.  Faults are not covered over with forgiveness but instead they are poked at with grudges and accusations.  When bad things happen to people in bad marriages, the burden is not shared, but multiplied.  There is blame and avoidance.  When good things happen, they are not shared, but selfishly kept to themselves, lest the other spouse ruin their happy moment.  The wife rudely nags the husband, and the husband ignores the wife, giving her even more reasons to nag.  It is an ugly thing to see.  It is a selfish thing.  Full grown adults turn into grade-school children, picking fights and calling names.  When the divorce papers are signed, there is nothing but hard feelings.  And then the war begins where each has to gather supporters around them who say, “It wasn’t your fault, it was all their fault.”  And the mudslinging campaign for supporters of selfishness begins.

These are two extremes.  This is the very good and the very bad.  I think every married couple here this morning can think of times that they have had both.  Now, let me make a comparison that I don’t believe is too much of a stretch.  I want you to view your relationship with the other members of this church as a marriage.  I want you to think of yourself—and only yourself—as one spouse.  Then I want you to make up a conglomerate “person,” if you will, from all the other members—called workers and lay members alike.  Think of that conglomerate as the other spouse.  
So where is our marriage as a church?  Are we more like the first couple or the second?  See if any of this sounds familiar to you.  (Whether you’ve said it or thought it doesn’t matter).  

“I only give as much time as they bug me to give.  I fly under the radar hoping that no one notices because I don’t want to have to give up more of my special personal time than I have to.”  Or…

“The church isn’t serving me enough.  They don’t seem to care or help me at all.  So I’m not going to care about them.”  Or…

“There was this one time when so-and-so had the audacity to say such-and-such to me (or my kid).  I’ll never forget that and I won’t let them forget it either.”  Or…

“They need to get their act together and meet my expectations before I give them any more of my money or time.”  Or…

“They need to quit bugging me about the stupid school.  In fact, the more they bug me, the more my resolve stiffens to make sure that my children never step foot in one of their classrooms.”  

Members get into it with members.  Pastors grow tired of people not getting what we think should be obvious.  Teachers lose patience with students.  Grudges go back decades and new opportunities for blame present themselves daily.  
With that bad taste in our mouths, we listen to the words of our text.  These are words that Paul wrote from Rome to his members some 1200 miles away.  

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.
Ah, what a beautiful marriage.  Paul sat under house arrest and his mind thought back to Philippi.  He thought of Lydia—how he met her by the river his very first day in town.  The Lord had opened her heart through Paul’s message and she had opened her home to Paul, Silas and Luke.  But it wasn’t all perfect.  He remembered being imprisoned shortly after his arrival.  But even this “bad” memory was good.  He remembered the hymns they had been singing together in prison and the prayers they had prayed.  And then the earthquake, and the conversion of the jailer.  How God had worked good from bad!  
And when Paul flashed back all of these memories, there was one response—thankfulness.  He thanked God.  He prays to God not only to thank him, but also to make requests about these people he had served.  And as he prayed for each one of them, he was filled with joy because he remembered the connection that they had.  And the connection was the gospel.  The work for “partnership” is most commonly used in Greek to describe a marriage.  It is a close working together—where each gives of themselves for the good of the other, where joys and sorrows are both shared.  
The gospel gave Paul such grounds for thanksgiving because it reminded him of something great that he shared.  These people were all different than him.  On the outside it would seem that they had nothing in common.  But the gospel unites people who are different.  They were imperfect people who had been bonded by the perfection of Christ.  
But the gospel also gave Paul another reason for thanksgiving.  There was something great that they were bearing together.  They were bearing the fruits of faith.  Paul’s love and concern for these people did not come from somewhere in Paul.  It came from the gospel.  Paul knew what Christ had done for him.  And now Christ flowed through him and the concern of Christ for his church showed up in Paul.  The Philippians had shown such great support for Paul and had even sent him special gifts and messengers with encouragement.  The gospel had motivated them.  They knew how much Christ had poured out for them.  He had not withheld anything from them, but gave them everything—his life, his resurrection, his perfection.  

But Paul doesn’t see the good works of the Philippians as an end, but as a means to an end.  The end goal is not the glory of the Philippians, but the glory of God.  The benefit of their gift is not necessarily to Paul, but to the Philippians.  They get to experience the Holy Spirit working fruits of faith in their hearts.   That’s why Paul is thankful.  He sees fruit and knows who it was that put the fruit on the branches and who gets the glory come the Last Day.
When I look at this congregation this morning with my own selfish eyes, I have a tendency to be negative.  But when I look at you through Christ’s eyes, I see so much to be thankful for.  I see people who cherish the message of Christ.  I see people who don’t just agree about major points of doctrine, but people who care about every single thing that God has to say in his Word.  I see people who are truly unified in Christ.  

And I see how the gospel is producing fruit in you.  I see this exceptional campus and know the kind of generosity that went into it.  You gave not so that you could have your name on a plaque, but so that God would be glorified in our worship and in our sharing of his good news.  I see your concern and kindness for your fellow members.  I see the prayer list in the back of the bulletin and know how many of you offer up requests for these people and more on a daily basis.  I hear your words of repentance and have the privilege of telling you that Jesus has forgiven you.  I see you coming to Bible class because you want to hear more, to know more.  And I thank God for you.  And I gladly give myself to you for your service—not because it’s my job, but because Christ gave himself in my service and in my place.  
But it’s not just you and me who share this great gospel and share these fruits of the Spirit.  We have thousands of brothers and sisters in our synod.  These are pastors, teachers and lay people who are bonded to us through the gospel.  These are people through whom the Holy Spirit works great things to the glory of God.  

There can be a tendency to view our synod as a burden and not a blessing.  Our synod is not perfect either.  We can selfishly turn in on ourselves and say, “Hey, St. Mark’s is doing well and if the Synod doesn’t have it’s act together and is falling apart—what is that to us?  We’re just fine.”  But when we focus not on ourselves but on Christ, then we see things as they really are.  Then we remember with thanksgiving the great gift of doctrinal unity and the shared joy of spreading that good news together.  Then we remember that in our synod, burdens are shared together that they might be decreased and joys are shared together that they might be increased.  

We don’t belong to our synod because we have to.  We belong because we want to—because we crave the Word of God in all of its truth.  We don’t give money to our synod because it needs it so much.  We give because want to—because Christ has given us everything that we need and we truly lack nothing.    
May the gospel continue to give us grounds for thanksgiving as we remember the great gospel news we share and the great gospel fruits that we bear to the glory of God.
AMEN.

