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This morning we begin a new series through the book of Philippians called Gospel Mission, 

Gospel Community: Paul’s vision for the church in Philippians.  Mission and community are 

part of the basic fabric of what it means to be people in general and God’s people in particular. 

By mission we mean purpose—what are we here for?  What task or significant assignment have 

we been given to do?  By community we mean relationship—who do we share our life together 

with?  Who are the people that we know and love, and who know us and love us, such that we 

know that we’re not alone in the world, and not alone in our mission? 

 

We were made for mission—it’s part of our DNA as humans made in the image of God and 

designed to be God’s servants in bringing the whole earth under his rule and blessing.  There’s a 

desire woven into humanity to spend our lives on something that matters.  You don’t have to be a 

Christian to feel this; just look at all the different forms of activism today. There’s no shortage of 

coalitions, partnerships, organizations, or grassroots movements that want to see things they 

view as broken in this world changed.  Now, there are a thousand different ideas of what that 

means and how to achieve it, but few are satisfied with the status quo.  According to one study, 

90% of Millennials—people born in the United States between 1980 and 2000—believe “it is 

their responsibility to make a difference in the world,” and 60% “believe they will make some 

great contribution in their lifetime.”
1
  Where does that come from?  We were made for mission.  

People want to know they’re living for a purpose, trying to make a difference. 

 

Similarly, we were made for community.  Just as God has community within himself as 

Trinity—one God, three persons, who enjoy eternal communion with one another in knowledge, 

glory, and love—so those made in his image were made for community.  We want to know and 

be known, to love and be loved.  All of us long for the kind of friends that you don’t have to put 

on a show for, or wear a mask to cover up who we really are.  We were made for relationship, for 

community.   

 

Airports provide an interesting portrait of our human need for community.  Think about those 

areas where people say goodbye or wait for their party to arrive.  What is it in us that causes us to 

stand and watch someone whom we’ve already hugged and said goodbye to—we stand and 

watch them walk down that long corridor until their completely out of sight.  What makes us do 

that?  The tears as a young women kisses her parents goodbye, or the tears of sweet reunions 

when family and friends are reunited.  There’s a longing in humanity to know that we’re not 

                                                
1 Thom S. Rainer and Jess W. Rainer, The Millennials: Connecting to America’s Largest Generation (Nashville: 

B&H, 2011), 36-37. 
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alone, to be part of a family or community that loves us and cares about us, and walks with us 

through life. 

 

As humans we were made for mission, and we were made for community.  But more than that, 

as Christians, as the people of God in Christ, the church, we were saved for community and 

mission as well.  Communion or relationship with God, and in him, with one another.  And as 

God’s redeemed family, we’ve been given a mission.  We’ve been rescued for a purpose. 

 

So what is our mission as God’s rescued community?  How do these two things relate, and what 

is it that holds them together and moves us forward in both mission and community?  According 

to Paul’s vision for the church in Philippians, it is the gospel of Jesus that stands at the center of 

our mission and community, and that gives shape and direction to our relationships and the 

purpose we have as the people of God in Christ. 

 

So let’s spend some time getting acquainted with the vision and message of this book that we’ll 

be journeying through together for the next several months.   

 

The book of Philippians is what’s called an epistle, which is a ten-dollar word for “letter.”  It’s a 

letter the apostle Paul wrote to the church he had started in the city of Philippi.  We read earlier 

in Acts 16 about the beginning of that church.  Paul had received a call from God, by means of a 

vision, to go into the region of Macedonia (the northern part of modern Greece) and preach the 

gospel to them.  That led him to Philippi, what Acts describes as “a leading city of the district of 

Macedonia and a Roman colony” (16:12).  A city where, according to Roman law, it was illegal 

to worship some other god at the expense of the Roman Emperor (cf. Acts 16:20-21).  Yet 

despite that, God was at work, first in bringing Lydia and her family to faith, and then the jail 

keeper and his family, such that less then ten years later, when Paul wrote this letter from a 

different prison (either in Ephesus or in Rome), he wrote to a relatively healthy and growing 

community of Christians.   

 

But this letter is more than an ancient artifact, because while Paul was at work writing the letter, 

God was at work in and through him, not only to communicate what he wanted to this ancient 

congregation, but to communicate an abiding message to all God’s people in all times and 

places.  So Philippians is not just Paul’s word to the Philippian church; it’s God’s word to us.    

 

When we look at the letter, there are several factors that motivated Paul to write it: he wanted to 

say thank you for their generous support of his missionary work (1:3-7; 4:10-20), to update them 

about his own ministry (1:12-26) and the ministries of Timothy and Epaphroditus (2:19-30).  He 

wanted to speak into some of the conflict that had been reported to him (4:2-3) and warn them 

against some potential threats (3:2-3, 17-21). But the one thread that ties all these concerns 

together is the advance of the gospel in and through the Philippian church. Paul’s foremost 

concern is their partnership in and for the gospel—gospel community and gospel mission (cf. 

1:27-2:18). 

 

The gospel is the good news of what God has done to establish his kingdom and deal with our 

sin through the life, death, and resurrection of his eternal Son, Jesus Christ.  Though we were 

made in God’s image to be his children and servants of his kingdom, all humanity has rebelled 
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and brought upon ourselves God’s holy anger.  But in his mercy, God has done for us what we 

could not do for ourselves, by sending his eternal Son to take on flesh, to become human, live the 

life we should have lived for us, and die the death we deserve to die for our sins, that we might 

be forgiven, cleansed, and rescued.  That we might be redeemed from sin and for God’s 

purposes, not because we’re good enough or we’ve found some way to make it up to him, but 

because of his love, if we will place the full weight of our hope and faith in Jesus.  That’s the 

good news.  And this gospel message is the pivotal theme of Philippians—more specifically, 

what it will take for the people of God to participate joyfully and unwaveringly in the advance of 

the gospel.   

 

Now Philippians is often known for its emphasis on “joy.”  And this book is full of joy—the 

word is used some 14 times.  But the reason Philippians is so full of joy, is because it’s so full of 

Jesus.  The gospel of Jesus and its advance is the heartbeat of this book.  This is the note on 

which Paul opens the book in 1:3-5: “I thank my God every time I remember you. . . . because of 

your partnership in the gospel.” And this is the note he closes on in 4:15: “And you Philippians 

yourselves know that in the beginning of the gospel, when I left Macedonia, no church entered 

into partnership with me in giving and receiving, except you only.” And in between Paul again 

and again strikes this note of gospel partnership—partnership in the gospel and for the gospel. 

1:27: “Only let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that . . . I may hear of 

you that you are standing firm in one spirit, with one mind striving side by side for the faith of 

the gospel.” Gospel mission, gospel community.   

 

Now, the reality is in most evangelical churches today that mission and community don’t exactly 

go together.  On the one side we have something we call “fellowship,” and on the other side we 

have “outreach,” and they’re two separate things that don’t really cross over a lot.  So fellowship 

is how we think of community.  It’s what we do when we get together amongst ourselves—it’s a 

church thing.  It might be something like having coffee and cookies together.  If you did that 

with you colleagues at work, it would be a social, but if you do it with other Christians, it’s 

fellowship.  And often (hopefully) our ideas of fellowship are more meaningful and deep than 

that.  Opening God’s word together and studying the Bible.  Praying for one another.  Walking 

along side one another through the difficult trials of life—all beautiful things.  But the wall 

between fellowship and outreach remains pretty thick.   

 

Outreach is when we do something that involves people outside of the church.  It can be acts of 

benevolence and kindness, helping out a homeless ministry, serving meals.  It can be specifically 

evangelistic—we’re trying to share the good news of Jesus with a group of people who do not 

yet know him, maybe through a big event, maybe through a small Bible study in our home or 

work.  That’s outreach, and that’s what we do when we go away from each other.   

 

But this wall between fellowship and outreach, between community and mission, is not so stark 

in the Bible.  Yes, we want to have meaningful relationships with one another within the body of 

Christ, and there’s something very unique about those relationships, since we have been united in 

Christ with one another by the Spirit; we’re part of the same family—God’s family.  But those 

deepening relationships don’t exist merely for the sake of themselves; God’s redeemed 

community is always a community on mission.  Not that our fellowship is between light and 

darkness (cf. 2 Cor. 6:14-18), but that our fellowship in the light is aimed at engaging those 
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living in darkness, letting our light shine (cf. Phil. 2:14-16; Matt. 5:13-16).  In fact, this is vision 

of community on mission is what the word fellowship means as it’s used in Philippians. 

   

That’s the word we see in vv. 5 and 7 of chapter one.  In the NIV it’s translated “partnership” in 

v. 5, and “share” in v. 7.  And the word “partnership” captures the sense well.  It’s a partnership 

in the gospel, but also for the gospel—there is movement in the language here.  It’s the kind of 

word often used in the ancient world to describe business partnerships, where, as one 

commentator notes, “all those involved would share in doing the work on the one hand and in the 

financial responsibilities on the other.”
2
  So we’re together as a community but we also have a 

purpose.  We see this in how the word is used in Philippians 4:14-15: It was good of the 

Philippian church to “share in” or “fellowship in” or “partner with” Paul in his troubles.  “And 

you Philippians yourselves know that in the beginning of the gospel, when I left Macedonia, no 

church entered into partnership with me [fellowship with me] in giving and receiving, except 

you only” (4:15).  This is biblical fellowship.  As my former pastor in Wheaton, Kent Hughes, 

said, “No punch and cookies here. This is the fellowship of compatriots bound together in a great 

cause.”
3
  Think of Tolkein’s Fellowship of the Ring—it’s that kind of fellowship or partnership 

in and for something.   

 

Mission and community have a much tighter and more organic relationship in Paul’s vision for 

the church. The community of faith is formed by the gospel and for the gospel.  So on the one 

hand, community is a fruit of mission.  It is gospel mission that gives birth to and feeds and 

grows community, both deeper and wider.  Through the gospel of Jesus we are both rescued 

from our sin (3:7-11) and refashioned into a humble, joyful, steadfast, unified people (e.g. 1:3-

11; 1:27-2:11; 4:2-7).  At the same time, community is also a key medium of mission.  We 

advance the gospel by partnering in steadfast, joyful unity, holding forth the word of life (e.g. 

1:3-8, 27-30; 2:14-16; 3:17-21; 4:10-20).   

 

And what often happens when we partner together in community on mission is that the life issues 

that we’re trying to address when we focus just on community with no sense of mission are 

actually brought out onto the table to be dealt with in a much deeper way.  If you want to deal 

with the frustrations and sin patterns in your life, if you want to find out what the blind spots or 

hidden idols are in your life, if you want God to refine your character, to expose the weak spots 

in your marriage, the false hopes in your job or your money or your kids, then start getting 

serious about serving God together on mission.  Start working together to give your lives away 

for the sake of the gospel, sacrificing your time and your money and investing in relationships 

with people that are sometimes hard to love.  Because what happens is that in our efforts to give 

away the gospel, we find ourselves more desperately in need of the gospel.  We quickly find out 

how sinful we still are; how weak and how selfish.  When we share life together on mission for 

Christ our lives become exposed to one another.  We don’t have to take our masks off—people 

can see through them.  We all see the ugliness in our own hearts, and thus our own need for the 

gospel of Jesus to cleanse and continue to transform us, such that we’ll either find our own hope 

and identity in Jesus and his cross, or we fold shop and go home.  Is it any wonder that relational 

conflict is one of the top three challenges to missionaries on the field?  And so true fellowship 

                                                
2 N.T. Wright, Paul for Everyone: The Prison Letters (Louisville: WJK, 2004), 85. 
3 R. Kent Hughes, Philippians (PTW; Wheaton: Crossway, 2007), 19. 
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really is partnership in the gospel as it changes us in our own lives and for the gospel as we seek 

to minister to the lives of others. 

 

We see this dynamic even in the opening two verses of the book.  I want to draw our attention 

there for the rest of our time.  Look again at Philippians 1:1-2.  As Paul writes what seems like 

on first glance just an ordinary greeting to another one of his letters, he’s actually already laying 

the groundwork for the kind of gospel-centered mission and community he’s going to call the 

church to. 

 

Look first at how he introduces himself in v. 1: “Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus.”  Or 

more literally, “slaves of Christ.”  Now it’s not uncommon for Paul to introduce himself as a 

slave.  He does so in Romans 1:1 and in Titus 1:1.  What is uncommon here is that he doesn’t 

also introduce himself as an apostle, which he does in almost every other letter he wrote.
4
  The 

word apostle simply means “a messenger who is sent.”  Paul calls Epaphroditus an apostle or 

messenger in chapter 2:25.  But the word also comes to refer to an authoritative office of those to 

whom Christ entrusted his gospel, and who were thus to pass that apostolic teaching on to the 

next generation.  When Paul opens Galatians, he’s arguing up one side and down the other for 

recognition of his apostolic authority (and there’s a reason for that).  But not here.  Instead, he 

introduces himself on the same level as Timothy, his apprentice, and ascribes to both of them the 

simple designation of “slave.”  Not exactly a glorious title.  Paul has authority, but he takes a 

posture of humility.  In fact the only other occurrence of the word, slave, in Philippians comes in 

2:7, where Jesus, being in the form of God, sets aside the glories of heaven and takes the form of 

a slave, a servant.  So already from the first line, we get a hint that partnership in the gospel 

requires a posture of humility—Paul and Timothy are slaves who follow the model of Christ. 

 

And so we ask ourselves, are we ready as we look forward to a fresh season of walking with God 

together as a church in the advance of the gospel—are we ready to take a posture of humility 

toward one another?  What does that mean? And what will it take to do it? Paul will address this 

as we move forward in the letter. 

 

Then look at how Paul addresses the church, continuing in v. 1: “To all the saints in Christ Jesus 

at Philippi, together with the overseers and deacons.”  He calls them saints.  Now that word is 

confusing, because in some traditions it has come to mean a kind of super-Christian or a special 

class of Christian, an extra-holy person.  This word never means that in the Bible—that’s a much 

later development.  Rather here it refers to the entire community at Philippi as “holy ones” or 

“set apart ones,” which doesn’t so much describe what the people themselves are like, but what 

God has done to them.  He has rescued them from their sin, cleansed them from their impurities 

and set them apart for himself and his purposes.  We are not just saved from our sins, but we’re 

saved for God’s mission.  And this mission is for everyone.  Paul addresses this letter to the 

entire church.  They are all set apart from sin and for mission, not just the so-called clergy.  

Gospel partnership recognizes our holy calling. 

 

Now Paul does recognize that there are leaders in the church.  He writes “to the saints who are in 

Philippi, along with the overseers and deacons.”  These refer to the two offices God has given 

for leadership in his church (in the New Testament, the words “overseer” and “elder” are used 

                                                
4 Cf. Rom. 1:1; 1 Cor. 1:1; 2 Cor. 1:1; Gal. 1:1; Eph. 1:1; Col. 1:1; 1 Tim. 1:1; 2 Tim. 1:1; Tit. 1:1. 
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interchangeably; you see that especially in the book of Titus; cf. Tit. 1:5-7; cf. Acts 20:17; 1 Pet. 

5:1-2).  It’s interesting that though elders and deacons have a God-given role in shepherding and 

serving the flock, and a responsibility before God for how well they do that (cf. Heb. 13:17), 

Paul does not address them here as higher up or more holy or special.  They are part of the saints, 

not above the saints.  If anything they are under the saints in terms of being servants like Paul, 

like Jesus, who said “whoever would be first among you must be slave of all. For even the Son 

of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” (Mk. 

10:44-45).  So gospel partnership recognizes our holy calling—we are all together saints who 

live on mission for Christ.   

 

And so again, we ask the question: Do we see ourselves as called to mission?  Do we recognize 

that we are not merely saved from our sins personally but set apart for God’s mission 

corporately?  Do we see every sphere of life as part of God’s mission field, which does not 

necessarily mean doing more things, but making the most of what we do for the sake of the 

gospel?  We need to reflect honestly on questions like these.  To what extent have we allowed 

our fellowship to become compartmentalized, such that we’re quite comfortable working on our 

own lives and relationships, growing spiritually here amongst ourselves, with little idea or care 

for how that ought to express itself and overflow in bringing the gospel to others around us?  Do 

we realize that there is something far worse in this world than unhappiness, poverty, and death, 

and something far greater than human flourishing and the American Dream?  To what extent do 

we outsource our call to mission as God’s people, supporting missionaries overseas but ignoring 

the vast mission field before us in New England?  Now I don’t want to for a minute to lessen the 

importance or necessity of sending missionaries across the globe, especially to the least reach 

people groups.  But that doesn’t mean we can forget that New England has become the least 

reached region in America.  According to various polls,
5
 all six New England states rank in the 

top 10 least religious states in the US.  Vermont, New Hampshire, Maine, and Massachusetts 

make up the top four.  Roughly 2% of New Englanders attend evangelical churches. And one of 

every six residents of Massachusetts is either atheist or agnostic, which is nearly double the 

national average.  The need is massive.  That is a lot of people spending their lives on things that 

cannot give life and do not last, and who at this moment are facing a Christ-less eternity in hell.  

What will it take to motivate us, to strengthen us, to carry us forward as God’s community on 

mission for the advance of the gospel?  Paul will unpack that for us as well, as we move forward.  

But I’ll give you a hint: it’s the same thing that rescued us from sin in the first place; it’s the 

gospel of Jesus. 

 

Finally, notice Paul’s greeting in v. 2: “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the 

Lord Jesus Christ.”  This is a very common greeting in Paul’s letters.  But that doesn’t mean we 

should overlook its significance.  It is the very grace and peace of God that fuel Paul’s vision for 

gospel partnership.  Apart from God’s grace in Christ—which means that because of what Jesus 

has done for us on the cross, God gives us something wonderful (forgiveness, new life, 

relationship with him), even though we deserve something terrible (punishment for our sins)—

apart from that kind of grace—the grace we have in Christ, there is no gospel mission, no gospel 

community.  The grace of God is the fuel for what God is doing in and through his people in 

bringing the good news of Jesus to bear in and through their lives.  And that grace brings 

                                                
5 See http://www.netsinstitute.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=111&Itemid=186. 

 



 7 

peace—peace with God, and peace with one another.  A peace that “surpasses all understanding” 

in chapter 4, and guards our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus (4:7).  

 

So again, we ask the question: Are we depending on the grace of God in Jesus?  Do we expect to 

grow in community through our own effort and resolve, or to make great strides in our mission if 

we just find the right strategies or programs—if we just try harder?  Or are we so aware of our 

own spiritual bankruptcy, that our only hope of bearing fruit for God in community on mission is 

if God himself does it in us and through us by the cross and by his Spirit? 

 

This book is about partnership in the gospel and for the gospel—gospel mission, gospel 

community—and how those two necessarily hang together.  As we walk together through it over 

the next few months, we’ll have many an opportunity to think freshly about who we are and what 

we do as a church. 

 

The gospel of Jesus is the center of our mission and community.  As one commentator 

summarizes (and we’ll close with this), this “letter invites us to advance the gospel, the good 

news about Christ and the Spirit. It points us to Christ, both for now and forever. Christ is the 

gospel; Christ is Savior and Lord; thus Christ is our life; Christ is our way of life; Christ is our 

future; Christ is our joy; ‘to live is Christ; to die is gain’; and all to the glory of our God and 

Father. Amen.”
6
  

 

 

Discussion Questions 

 

1. Discuss the idea that we were made for both mission and community.  To what extent do 

these longings resonate with your experience?  What ideas or agendas compete to stand at 

the center of our mission and community, either within our culture, our community, our 

families, or our church?   

2. Philippians places the gospel at the center of our mission and community.  How do you 

define and/or summarize the gospel?   

3. Discuss the claim that “the wall between fellowship and outreach, between community 

and mission, is not so stark in the Bible.”  Is this an accurate statement (think about 

Philippians and other passages of Scripture)?  In what ways do we see this divide in the 

North American church in general or our own church in particular?  What do you think 

fuels this divide?  What is at stake in ignoring the divide (i.e. how might both community 

and mission better flourish if we treated them as more organically connected)?   

4. It was suggested that Paul’s introduction displayed a posture of humility, which is a 

requirement for faithful partnership in the gospel.  What do you think this humility 

should look like in our relationships?  What fuels it among us?  What other parts of 

Philippians help us understand this better? 

                                                
6 Gordon D. Fee, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 53. 
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5. Paul writes to “all the saints in Philippi”—the entire community of faith that has been 

rescued from their sin, cleansed from their impurities, and set apart for God’s purposes 

through the gospel.  Do we see ourselves as called to mission?  What does that mean?  

What might it look like to begin to live together on mission as families, friends, and a 

church as a whole?  What are some possible implications for how we view our Home 

Fellowships and what we do with them? 

6. The grace of God in Christ is the fuel of our gospel mission and gospel community.  

What is grace according to Scripture?  What are the threats or potential roadblocks to 

depending on this grace of God in Jesus for our growth in mission and community?   

 


