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Reading: Philippians 1: 1 Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all God’s holy 
people 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. 3 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. 7 It is 
right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart and, whether I am 
in chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all of you share in God’s grace with 
me. 8 God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus. 9 And this is 
my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of 
insight, 10 so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless for 
the day of Christ, 11 filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ – to 
the glory and praise of God. 12 Now I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that what has 
happened to me has actually served to advance the gospel. 13 As a result, it has become clear 
throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ. 14 And 
because of my chains, most of the brothers and sisters have become confident in the Lord 
and dare all the more to proclaim the gospel without fear. 

 
Sermon 
I was given this mug as a farewell gift when I left Aberdeen nearly two years ago by 
a colleague and friend. It says on it one of the verses that has just been read to us. 3 I 
thank my God every time I remember you.  
 
We’ve been doing a lot of remembering over the past six months. Remembering 
meeting up with friends and family, travelling to various parts of the country and the 
world, jumping on a train or bus or plane, and thinking very little of it. Going out for a 
meal, or to the theatre, or the cinema.  
 
And remembering meeting up with friends at church, catching up with their news and 
then – singing – singing hymns and listening to the buzz of children running around, 
turning around to smile and greet one another.  
 
Remembering church, with the fellowship groups, cups of coffee and pancakes, 
things we took for granted – and then it was gone. And I think we have grieved for 
some of these losses, felt that something deeply personal and central to our lives 
has been cruelly ripped out of our hands.  
 
It’s why today, having and taking the opportunity to meet up again is so important, to 
remind ourselves of those things that matter to us. But our Bible verse says 
something more profound and fundamental. The Apostle Paul says – as my friend 
was saying to me - 3 I thank my God every time I remember you.  
 
I thank my God. I pray with thankfulness in my heart and on my lips. I have had to 
choose to give thanks because my nature, and maybe yours, is to think of all the 
things that have been taken away, rather than the things that can never be removed. 



 
Paul had started the Church in Philippi. We read about it in Acts chapter 16. And 
they cemented a bond of friendship and support with him throughout his missionary 
journeys. We read later in this letter about one of their members, Epaphroditus, who 
travelled to Rome where Paul was imprisoned, to bring him their greetings and also 
money which they had collected to help him. Although they had been separated from 
one another firstly by Paul’s call to mission in other parts of Asia and Europe, he was 
now cut off from them and the rest of the church by his imprisonment because of his 
faith in Jesus. 
 
But Paul declares with passion and assurance in the following verses 
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. 
 
This thankfulness that is prompted by his continual remembrances of these fellow 
Christians in Philippi, leads him to prayer. But it’s not prayers of regret or complaint, 
of what he is missing. He says - 4 In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy.  
 
How wonderful is that! Prayers of thanks that are filled with joy. Is that how we pray? 
To say “thank you” to God for all the good things we have, or do we come with a list 
of wants and questions and moans?  
 
Look at what prompts Paul’s joyful and thankful prayers – and remember he is 
uttering them in the squalid conditions of a first century prison with none of the basic 
facilities and hygiene we would expect today.  
He says - 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.  
 
His work had taken him far afield from Philippi in the north-east of Greece – over 
4,600 miles away – but as far as Paul was concerned they were partners with him in 
his work, praying and encouraging him with letters and money, and even their own 
beloved Epaphroditus who travelled those miles to join him in the prison cell in 
Rome. 
 
No wonder Paul felt joy every time he thought of them. He wasn’t feeling alone or 
forgotten. Yes, there were the comforting visits of his Philippian friend bringing him 
food and news, but most of the time Paul was left isolated in a cold, bare, unhealthy 
room, not knowing when or whether he would be released. There might be no end to 
his lockdown. But despite it all he rejoiced in his prayers of thankfulness for the 
partners in the gospel whom he knew had not forgotten him but demonstrated in 
such practical and costly ways their love and care. 
 
But there was more that prompted his joyful prayer. It was this. He was  
6 confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until 
the day of Christ Jesus. 
 
Paul wasn’t just thankful that HE was being supported in his work, but because of 
what he knew GOD was doing in his fellow Christians’ lives in Philippi. He had not 
left them to their own devices but had commended them to the care and love of God, 



knowing that God would build them up in faith as they exercised their faith in daily 
demonstrations of their commitment to Jesus.  
 
I love that Paul’s joy is in the spiritual life of his friends. I think we all take joy when 
people tell us that they are well or feeling better from an illness. But do we delight to 
hear of friends and family speaking about their faith and their new discoveries about 
God’s goodness to them? I have a lovely friend who always has a question for me 
when I see her. She will ask me,  
 
“So where did you meet with God this week?” or  
“what new things do you sense God is showing to you and why?”, or just simply,  
“what part of the Bible are you reading at the moment?” 
 
I know that my friend in Aberdeen who gave me the mug is not just interested in my 
health in retirement, but in the continuing work I am doing for God and the new 
things God is calling me to do. And I rejoice when I read of the continuing work he 
has been involved in even during the lockdown restrictions – whether the Food Bank 
that is run from his church, or finding more and more people looking to the church for 
help; some of the Syrian refugee families trying to work out what they can and 
cannot do, or supporting vulnerable families as they coped with their children home 
from school or without the security of employment. I’ve been so encouraged to read 
and learn about so many Christian friends who have not given into the general sense 
of heaviness of heart with the pandemic but have been asking God – “What do you 
want me, my church, to do in the midst of this great time of need?” And it has been 
wonderful to see the new initiatives and even opportunities that have resulted.  
 
As you know there is a regular Online Prayer Gathering that zooms every fortnight 
with Christians from different churches and denominations around the East Neuk. 
We’ve discovered a new way to pray.  
 
And we are making preparations to hold an Online Alpha Course. Since we can’t 
meet with others in one space, we are inviting people to join us from the comfort of 
their own homes. I would never have thought that was possible or even worthwhile. 
But already 1500 different churches across the UK have started running a course in 
the past six months. And Alpha UK is now committed that even when the lockdown 
is completely eased and face-to-face Alphas can start up again, they will still run 
Online Courses because so many people have connected with them who would not 
have otherwise joined a course. 
 
Another friend in Edinburgh talks about her surprise and joy that a number of older 
people who could no longer attend church have been able to watch their Online 
services, or join the church’s Online Bible Study Group.  
And that can’t stop when things get “back to normal”! 
 
And that’s one of the many reasons Paul has for being joyful in prayer. He writes 
12 Now I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that what has happened to me has actually 
served to advance the gospel. 13 As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace 
guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ. 14 And because of my chains, most 
of the brothers and sisters have become confident in the Lord and dare all the more to 
proclaim the gospel without fear. 



 
When so many would have thought that Paul’s imprisonment would have stopped his 
work and his influence, it had actually opened new doors to him. The Palace guards 
who stayed at his side to ensure he didn’t try to escape, heard from him about Jesus. 
They would never have turned up at a church where Paul was preaching, but here 
it’s almost they who are the captive audience, not only hearing about Paul’s faith but 
seeing it worked out in practice every day. Even in the discomforts and humiliation of 
prison life, Paul is still thankful to God, and inviting them to discover and trust in 
Jesus too. 
 
I have found myself in conversations and encounters with lots of unexpected people 
– talking to shopkeepers, people at the checkouts, or at the recycling centres, asking 
people how they are doing. The opportunities for acts of kindness and 
thoughtfulness abound. Looking out for the stranger, the visitor not sure of what they 
should do, showing Christian compassion rather than groan or moan about others. 
 
As someone said to me this week when talking about what church will look like going 
forward, ‘there has to be new thinking, different thinking, about church out of the box, 
or as she so delicately put it, “it’s ‘aye been’ is out the window.”’  
 
We won’t be able to go back to the old ways, the way things were. In fact, this gives 
us an opportunity to take a fresh look, a radical look at ourselves, at our faith and at 
our church, to ask God - 
“What are you saying to us in this?”  
 
And as a new, young, vibrant, imaginative, committed Christian minister arrives to 
lead us, I have to ask myself as we all must do,  
“Will I stand in his way, or will I be a partner with him in the gospel?” 
 
Let’s use our imaginations.  
Let’s ask God to help us to see Douglas here in this place.  
 
This morning I am at the front of the church speaking to you, but in a few weeks’ time 
it will be Douglas Creighton, your new minister, my new minister who will be here. 
Will we thank God every time we remember him? Can we imagine him standing 
before us, speaking God’s words to us, leading us in prayer and encouraging us in 
our faith? 
How can we pray for him? Because he’ll need our prayers. 
 
How can we support him? Because he’ll need our support. 
 
What will we say to him? Because he’ll want to get to know us and know what we 
think and believe. 
 
Will we be ready to join with him in the work of the Kingdom, to partner with him in 
the gospel? Because he can’t do that on his own. 
 
And as he preaches God’s words of hope and life, of promise and truth, will we be 
conscious that Jesus is sitting beside us, as he always is, as he is now, whispering in 
our ears –  



“these words are true, and these words are for you”. 
 
And as Douglas leads us in prayer, will we join with him as he prays for those who 
grieve, for those who are struggling with their lives; as he prays for the congregation 
to be courageous and bold to step forward in faith; as he prays for our community 
and villages, for our schools and young people, for the elderly and vulnerable, will we 
pray with him?  
 
As he asks that we might be conscious of God’s presence with us at work, at home, 
when we are with friends or family, or when we are on our own; and when he asks 
that we might be ready to speak to others of what Jesus means to us, will that be our 
prayer too? 
 
And as he prays for forgiveness for our neglect of and coldness towards others, of 
our reluctance to let go of the past and embrace the present and the future as we 
seek to care and reach out to others, of our lack of faith and faithfulness, will we join 
with him in that prayer? 
 
And as he leads us into the presence of God to worship him and thank him for all 
that we have because of Jesus, will we worship with Douglas too? 
 
And when he urges us to listen to God’s voice, will we listen?  
 
And when he is looking for help, for volunteers, when he is asking us to join him in 
the work of the Kingdom, will we say YES? 
 
And when he asks us to pray for him, will we? 
 
Prayer 
Let’s pray 
Lord, we give thanks today that we are able to sit here in this building, in a time of 
worship, listening to your word and reflecting on what you are saying to us. 
We thank you that we are able to contemplate the future with our own minister 
leading us, teaching us, inspiring us and encouraging us to live out our faith in new 
ways.  
But Lord, we also find this terrifying. 
There is so much that we have loved about church that we might not regain. Our 
buildings may no longer be as important as we have made them out to be. Like the 
first Christians in Jerusalem, Lord, pour out your Spirit upon us afresh that we might 
open the doors of our churches so that we can move into our communities with the 
Good News of Jesus, empowered by your grace and filled with your love.  
Teach us to love you again, to expect and rejoice in the new things you will do 
amongst us. Make us willing to serve you and honour you as we step forward in 
faith. 
And we pray for Douglas, our new minister, as he steps out in faith to come here, to 
live amongst us and work amongst us. This is a big leap of faith for him. Lord, may 
you reassure him and strengthen him. Prepare him for the task. Give him strength 
both physical and spiritual for all that lies ahead. Give him wisdom and patience, 
compassion and love. And may his eyes always be fixed on you, Lord Jesus, the 
author and perfector of his faith. 



 
Lord, we bring our prayers today, prayers for friends and family, neighbours and 
colleagues, prayers we have struggled to pray over the weeks and months of 
lockdown, but which today in this familiar place and in the company of our fellow 
believers, we feel bold to bring now. In the quietness of this place, we bring our 
prayers to you, Lord. 
 
All these prayers we bring in the Name of and for the sake of Jesus Christ, our Lord 
and our Redeemer.  
And hear us as together we pray in the words our Saviour has taught us, saying 
 
Our Father who art in heaven 
Hallowed be thy Name 
Thy Kingdom come. 
Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 
Give us this day our daily bread. 
And forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors. 
And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. 
For thine is the Kingdom, the power and the glory for ever.  AMEN. 
 
Blessing (using words from our reading) 
9 May your love abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, 10 so that you 
may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless for the day of 
Christ, 11 filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ – to the glory 
and praise of God. 
And may the blessing of God almighty, Father Son and Holy Spirit be with you today and 
always. AMEN 
 


