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Parting Words: Thanksgiving & Prayer 

Philippians 1:1-11 

 

Introduction: Parting Words 

It is good to be back with you this morning.  It was beneficial for Diane and me to be away for 

some time of reflection and rest.  Most of you know of our intentions to seek another place of 

ministry.  Last weekend Diane and I were invited to Benson Baptist Church in Omaha, Nebraska 

for me to consider an interim senior pastor role.  God’s presence and leading was powerfully 

with us during our visit and the leadership extended a contract to come and serve with them to 

facilitate healing and envisioning during the next year.  With God’s clear leading, I accepted 

their invitation.  Consequently, I have written this letter to the deacon board and to you. 

 

Dear Deacons and Congregation of First Baptist Church,  

 I thank you for the opportunity to serve you the past three and a half years as your Lead 

Pastor.  You took a risk to call me for my first time in that role and I am grateful.  I am also 

grateful for your generous provision and spirit in embracing both Diane and me.  I believe that 

God has confirmed that calling through the many positive things that have been accomplished 

for the Kingdom of God during our time together.   

 This role, as everyone knows, however, is uniquely challenging.  It has become 

increasingly clear that it is time for me to “pass the baton” to another leader.  A door of 

opportunity has opened for me as Interim Senior Pastor at Benson Baptist Church in Omaha, 

Nebraska.  The role suits my gifts and experience and both Diane and I look forward to the new 

venture that God has planned for us.   

 I am, therefore, submitting my resignation effective May 22nd.  With my remaining 

vacation time for 2016, my last Sunday will May 1st.  For my final Sunday sermons, we will be in 

the opening chapters of Paul’s letter to the Philippians.  I share his confidence “that he who 

began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ” (1:6). 

 

We have four Sundays left together.  As I have always been, I will be honest and transparent 

with you from the pulpit.  I also feel the heavy burden and responsibility to bring God’s word to 
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you each week rather than mine.  With all of my heart, I will endeavor to do that in this final 

series which I am entitling, “Parting Words.”  

 

Most of you know that the last year has been exceedingly difficult for Diane and me.  Indeed, it 

has been the most challenging season of our entire ministry.  I promise that I will not rehearse 

any details with you from the pulpit.  Such a thing would be unfair and inappropriate, drawing 

attention to me rather than to God’s word.  The deacons have wisely asked a consultant to come 

and help us sort things through.  Please join them and me in praying that we will find clarity and 

wisdom in the weeks to come.  

 

Often times it is difficult to understand why things happen as they do.  The backside of a tapestry 

looks like a jumble of threads while the front is a beautiful picture.  God is making a tapestry of 

our lives.  We see the jumbled mess but God sees the beautiful picture.  I think that’s how it is 

here.  God called me here for three and a half years.  Much has been accomplished in setting a 

new mission, vision, and tone in the church.  Personally, Diane and I have grown and been 

shaped in countless ways.  We should all be grateful and celebrate what God has done.  There is 

a need in a church in Omaha for the gifts and leadership that I can offer.  Christ, who is Head of 

the church, has made it clear that is where I am needed now.  Right now, it may look like a 

jumble of threads.  But someday, God will allow us to see the beautiful tapestry that he is making 

from our lives.  

 

I have been praying and reflecting for some time, trying to determine what word I should bring 

to you in my last sermons that I will have with you.  I am eager to bless you rather than burden 

you.  As I considered what Scripture might be appropriate for such a time as this, my mind kept 

coming back to the Book of Philippians.  Any pastor who is going to shepherd a congregation 

must love the people and cultivate an affection for them.  There is no other book in the New 

Testament that is more saturated with love and joy between the writer and the recipients than 

Philippians.  So that is where we will be for the next four weeks. 
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Text: Philippians 1:1-11 

Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, 

To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi, with the overseers and deacons: 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

I thank my God in all my remembrance of you, always in every prayer of mine for you all 

making my prayer with joy, because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until 

now. And I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at 

the day of Jesus Christ. It is right for me to feel this way about you all, because I hold you in my 

heart, for you are all partakers with me of grace, both in my imprisonment and in the defense and 

confirmation of the gospel.  For God is my witness, how I yearn for you all with the affection of 

Christ Jesus. And it is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, with knowledge and 

all discernment, so that you may approve what is excellent, and so be pure and blameless for the 

day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ, to the glory 

and praise of God. 

 

Philippian Backstory 

Every spiritual leader forms a close connection with those they lead.  I’ve been privileged to be a 

pastor in several different congregations.  In each one of them, I have formed warm relationships 

with fellow brothers and sisters in Christ as we have joined hands together for the Kingdom of 

God.  Many of these people still hold a special place in my heart.  I’m grateful for social media 

that has made it possible to reconnect with many over the miles and over time that I would not 

otherwise kept in touch.   

 

This is how it should be.  And it was no different for the Apostle Paul.  In his calling to spread 

the gospel and establish churches, he spent no longer than three years in any one place.  We have 

thirteen letters from his hand to churches or individuals that overflow with love and affection, 

sometimes even when he is bringing severe correction.  But the church with which he formed the 

deepest bonds was no doubt the church in Philippi.   

Paul had not initially intended to go to Phillipi.  After the Council of Jerusalem, he set out with 

his new partner, Silas to visit the churches that he and Barnabas had established on his first 
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missionary journey.  But as he sought to expand the mission in what today is northern Turkey, he 

found his way blocked.  In a God-given dream, the Apostle saw a man from northern Greece 

pleading with him, “Come over to Macedonia and help us” (Acts 16:9).  Upon crossing over into 

Macedonia, Paul and his team made their way to Philippi and immediately made disciples in the 

city and Roman colony of Philippi.  Lydia, an influential and wealthy businesswoman was one of 

the first converts and would become a significant leader in the newly-formed congregation.   

 

It was in Philippi that Paul and Silas were imprisoned for delivering a demon-possessed girl.  In 

the dark dungeon they were singing praises when God set them free with a large earthquake.  

Through their testimony and sharing of the gospel, the jailer and “all his house” were converted, 

becoming part of the fledgling church.  The congregation had witnessed Paul and Silas’ 

faithfulness under persecution.  They had seen the power of God miraculously demonstrated.  

And they responded by receiving the Word of God.  A powerful bond had been forged between 

them and the Apostle.   

 

Even after Paul left the city, they supported him financially while he ministered in Corinth.  

What an encouragement that was as he faced discouragement and difficulty working with the 

people in Southern Greece.  During his third missionary journey, the Apostle began raising funds 

to help the church in Jerusalem which was struggling with a prolonged famine.  The Philippians 

were the first to contribute even though Paul did not request it from them.  When Paul wrote his 

second letter to the Corinthian church asking for them to give to the project, he reminded them 

that the Philippians had already given generously even in their poverty.   

 

A few years later, word had gotten to the Philippian church that Paul was imprisoned in Rome.  

Once again, even though poor and engaged in their own struggles, they sent a generous gift of 

support carried by a man called Epaphroditus. By the time Epaphroditus arrived in Rome with 

the gift, Timothy was there assisting the Apostle.  Upon receiving the gift and hearing news of 

the congregation, Paul wrote his letter to the Philippians as both a thank you for the gift and 

encouragement to persevere in their faith and struggles.   
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Partners in the Gospel 

The letter begins, as all of Paul’s epistles do, with a greeting: 

 

Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, 

To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi, with the overseers and deacons: 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

(vss. 1-2) 

 

A few comments are warranted here: 

 Paul does not assert his apostolic authority as he usually does in his other New Testament 

letters.  Instead, he refers to himself and Timothy as “servants of Jesus Christ.”  This is 

important for a couple of reasons.  As we’ll see, he has a strong bond with the people.  

There is no need to assert his authority; they already embrace his ministry as evidenced 

by their generous financial support.  Secondly, being a servant is the highest office in the 

Kingdom of God.  This is counter-intuitive and radical.  But it is the way of Jesus.  Notice 

what the Apostle writes to the Philippians just a few verses later: “Have this mind among 

yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did 

not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself by taking the form 

of a servant…” (Phil. 2:5-7). 

 “Saints” in the New Testament does not refer to someone who has been venerated by the 

church but rather every believer and Jesus-follower.  “Saints” literally means “holy ones” 

or “set-apart ones.”  (So, if you wish, you can call me “St. Bob.”  And I’ll call you “Saint 

Dave,” “Saint Andrew,” “Saint Charlie” or “Saint Peggy.”  I love my Catholic friends, 

but that would really throw them for a loop!) 

 “Grace and peace” sounds like a formula greeting.  It’s not.  The grace that Paul had in 

mind is specifically God’s sustaining power to complete his work and set us apart in 

holiness unto him.  The peace that Paul prays for the Philippians is wholeness and 

tranquility even in the midst of troubles – which the church was definitely experiencing.  

 

The Apostle then expresses his heart-felt thanks and affection for them: 
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I thank my God in all my remembrance of you, always in every prayer of mine for you all 

making my prayer with joy, because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day 

until now. And I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to 

completion at the day of Jesus Christ. It is right for me to feel this way about you all, 

because I hold you in my heart, for you are all partakers with me of grace, both in my 

imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel.  For God is my witness, 

how I yearn for you all with the affection of Christ Jesus. 

(vss. 3-8) 

 

I love this passage of Scripture.  It was the text of my farewell sermon in Sioux City where I had 

served Central Baptist Church for nearly nine years.  It was there that I learned how important it 

was for a pastor to love and cultivate an affection for his people.  It’s not always easy.  You 

know there are some real characters in every church.  I remember in my younger days when I 

thought I knew everything and I was bound and determined to teach the people the right way to 

worship.  That’s so often true of young leaders.  There is boundless energy, enthusiasm, and 

vision.  I remember thinking about the people who were the age that I am now that I wish they 

would get out of the way and let me and the younger leaders lead where the church needed to go.  

Don’t get me wrong.  I am all about empowering younger leaders.  I have more joy watching a 

young leader that I am mentoring succeed than for me to have any limelight.  But in my younger 

years, I can say I really didn’t like the people very much.  In fact, I was often frustrated and kind 

of mad at them.   

 

I didn’t know it showed until I started mentoring a young worship leader several years ago.  He 

was very frustrated that the congregation wouldn’t engage with him and that they kept nit-

picking at him for the way he dressed and other sundry small issues.  But the reality was, he 

wasn’t connecting with the congregation.  So I asked him if he loved them.  He said of course he 

did.  What else are you going say?  You have to say you love your brothers and sisters in Christ, 

even if you don’t.  I said, “Yes, but do you like them?”   

 

Every Christian leader needs to cultivate an affection for his people, just as Paul had for the 

Philippians.  His love and affection for them was deep because of the way that they put 
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themselves in the yoke with Paul in order to accomplish the mission of the gospel.  The word 

that Paul used for “partnership” is koinonia, the same word used in Acts 2 and 4 where the 

people of the church shared everything in common and no one had need.   

 

Friends, over the past three and a half years, we have shared life together.  Some of you have 

shared it on a deeper level with me than others.  Much has been accomplished.  But far beyond 

the surface things like changing mission, programs and building is the deep level of life change 

that Christ has brought in many lives.  Some of that fruit we can’t see at the moment but it will 

become evident over time.   

 

It goes without saying that my personal style is more introverted than my predecessor’s.  

Unfortunately, some have interpreted that as a lack of love for the people on my part.  Let me 

assure you honestly and tenderly: that simply is not the case.  I know better.  Even with the 

challenges that we’ve faced, I love you.  I have always loved you.  And I have deep affection for 

those of you who have partnered with me in the life-changing journey of the gospel for the last 

three and a half years.  I could not fulfill my role and stand before you as your pastor if it were 

not so. 

 

Paul closes the opening of his letter with a beautiful and profound prayer for the church.  We so 

often bring our list of needs to God in prayer.  We pray for provision.  We pray for healing.  It’s 

all well and good.  God invites us to do that.  But in this prayer, Paul prays for the transforming 

power of God to do its work in the church.  It is the kind of prayer that we should pray for each 

other.  It is a prayer that is perfectly appropriate for us in this moment: 

   

And it is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, with knowledge and all 

discernment, so that you may approve what is excellent, and so be pure and blameless for 

the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ, to 

the glory and praise of God. 

(vss. 9-11) 
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This is a packed prayer where every word and every phrase is full of meaning.  He begins by 

praying that their love may abound more and more but he doesn’t identify the object of their 

love.  Is it love for God or love for others?  It’s both, just as Jesus affirmed the greatest 

commandment is to love God and the second is to love others (Mark 12:29-31). But the love that 

Paul speaks of is not some sentimental squishy kind of love that sends out pink valentines to 

everyone.  (Not that there’s anything wrong with pink valentines!)  But it is a love that is 

informed by increasing knowledge.   

 

I love my wife.  It will be thirty-seven years in a couple of months.  I know her pretty well, 

though she still surprises me from time to time.  Our knowledge of each other has grown over the 

years.  Our love – our marriage – is far deeper and far richer today than it was on our wedding 

day.  And that’s how it is with our love towards God and others.  And the order here is important 

because our love for God increases our love for each other.  But the more we learn of God 

through his Word and prayer and fellowship with him, the more mature and full our love for him 

and others will become.   

 

And as we grow in greater knowledge of God we will be able to choose what is best.  We usually 

don’t have problems making choices when it comes to clear moral issues.  We can see clearly 

that we shouldn’t murder, steal, commit adultery, and so on.  But it is in the difficult choices 

where we don’t really have clarity between what is right and wrong that we struggle.  

Individuals, families, and especially church leadership deal with the challenges of discernment 

all the time.  For the past two years, the deacon board has been learning what it means to discern 

God’s will as spiritual leaders.  They haven’t arrived.  But at least they are trying to discern the 

Spirit’s leading rather than making decisions just as a corporate board might do.  I encourage you 

to pray for them and I encourage them to continue on the journey of spiritual leadership that they 

have begun.   

 

The goal of Paul’s prayer is the same as our church vision – that we might all be transformed.  

The Philippians were under spiritual attack.  Leaders opposed to Paul had come in and were 

teaching things that was causing great grief and compromise among the people.  Throughout the 

letter, Paul is encouraging them to persevere in the faith – to press on so that they may stand 
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before the Lord on the last day pure – which means “transparent without mixed desires” – and 

blameless – which means “without stumbling.”  What a tremendous prayer!  This prayer should 

probably be at the top of our prayer list every week.  If nothing else, I encourage you to pray this 

way for First Baptist Church during this strategic time of transition.  

 

Finally, there is a practical result that will occur in our lives when we are being transformed 

according to this prayer.  Our lives will be marked by godly deeds – by the way we live in front 

of others.  Paul wrote in Ephesians that we are saved by faith but the faith that saves will also 

result in good works (Eph. 2:10).  James mocks those who assert that faith without godly lives is 

good enough (James 2:17-19).  The Scripture is clear.  We are saved by faith alone, not by 

works.  But the faith that saves is a faith that is manifested by, as Paul says to the Philippians, 

“the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ.”  It’s not our righteousness that is 

manifested, but rather Christ’s.  The Apostle is echoing the truth that Jesus told his disciples in 

the upper room: “I am the vine; you are the branches.  Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it 

is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5).   

 

Our vision statement resonates fully with Paul’s prayer for the Philippians:  “Ordinary people, 

being transformed as Jesus-followers through the power of the Holy Spirit…”  

 

God Will Finish What He Starts 

A pastoral transition is a critical season in the life of any church.  It is interesting to observe 

some of the dynamics that are already beginning to happen.  Most of them are good as leaders 

are beginning to mobilize, envision, and plan for the future.  But not all of the dynamics are 

positive, either.  (I told you I’d be honest with you!)  You’ve been through this transition fairly 

recently.  Guard your heart and especially your lips.  Resist, absolutely resist “parking lot 

meetings.”  If you can’t relay your thoughts to the church leadership, then you should not relay 

them to anyone.  We do “parking lot meetings” for one of two reasons.  First, we simply might 

have evil intentions to try and undermine the church’s leadership.  Second, and most likely, we 

do not feel empowered.  If you feel that way, let me just say that you are deceived.  The truth is, 

you are empowered.  This deacon board will listen to you.  First Baptist has experienced power 
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plays before and I know you do not want to go there again.  Bring your concerns without reserve 

to the deacons.  Will you promise to do that? 

 

Over three years ago we began our journey together studying the Book of Ephesians, “Living the 

Father’s Grand Story Together.”  This church is God’s enterprise.  Christ is the head of the 

church.  God is able.  What he has begun in you, he will bring to completion (Phil. 1:6). 

 

Prayer 

 

 


