
Philippians 1:3-8 
A Battlefield Love Letter
The love letter is a lost art.  We’ve never before had more ways to communicate with each 

other than we do today.  Yet, our communications is filled with less and less actual content.  
With the rise of texting you started to notice a lot of abbreviations or sometimes people just 

randomly leave out the vowels in words.  Twitter is a massively popular social media platform 
with 330 million users  who are limited to just 140 characters—spaces and everything.  It’s 1

hard, not impossible, but hard to express really deep thought in 140 characters or less.  I 
was a youth pastor for 13 years and at some point over that time period the students I work 

with stopped using words to communicate.  I don’t know when this started but I remember 
texting a student once and asking how they were doing and they responded with thumbs up, 

smiley face, birthday cake.  I don’t know what that means.  I still don’t really know how emojis 
work . . . but I know that Monika gets really creeped out by clowns and at my core I’m a bad 

person who’s still being sanctified by the Spirit, so on occasion I’ll just text her the clown face 
emoji. 

I get that in the emoji age it is strange to gather with 200 other people and examine the 
language used in a love letter that is nearly 2,000 years old.  We’re here to study Paul’s letter 

to the Philippians and that’s really what it is.  A letter written by a man who loves a group of 
people that he has shared many life experiences with and—on some level I think—fears he 

will never see again on this side of eternity.  So he lays bare his heart for them.  This is a 
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letter that expresses a love that I hope we can one day have for one another.  It’s expressed 
with a depth and eloquence that is hard to find in the emoji-level communication of today.  

Since the written word came into existence letter writing was one of the primary ways people 
communicated and remained prevalent until very recently.  If you were courting someone or 

even married it was common practice to write love letters back-and-forth.
In 1990 PBS aired a special produced by Ken Burns about the American Civil War.  The first 

episode ends with the dramatized reading of a letter written in July 1861 by a Union soldier 
named Sullivan Ballou.  Ballou had been married for six years when the war broke out and 

composed this letter to his young wife, Sarah, back home in Rhode Island:
My very dear Sarah: The indications are very strong that we shall move in a few days — 

perhaps tomorrow. Lest I should not be able to write again, I feel impelled to write a few lines 
that may fall under your eye when I shall be no more …

I have no misgivings about, or lack of confidence in the cause in which I am engaged, and 
my courage does not halt or falter. I know how strongly American Civilization now leans on 

the triumph of the Government and how great a debt we owe to those who went before us 
through the blood and sufferings of the Revolution. And I am willing — perfectly willing — to 

lay down all my joys in this life, to help maintain this Government, and to pay that debt …
Sarah my love for you is deathless, it seems to bind me with mighty cables that nothing but 

Omnipotence could break; and yet my love of Country comes over me like a strong wind and 
bears me unresistibly on with all these chains to the battle field.

The memories of the blissful moments I have spent with you come creeping over me, and I 
feel most gratified to God and to you that I have enjoyed them for so long. And hard it is for 

me to give them up and burn to ashes the hopes of future years, when, God willing, we might 
still have lived and loved together, and seen our sons grown up to honorable manhood, 

around us. I have, I know, but few and small claims upon Divine Providence, but something 
whispers to me — perhaps it is the wafted prayer of my little Edgar, that I shall return to my 

loved ones unharmed. If I do not my dear Sarah, never forget how much I love you, and 
when my last breath escapes me on the battle field, it will whisper your name. Forgive my 

many faults and the many pains I have caused you. How thoughtless and foolish I have often 
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times been! How gladly would I wash out with my tears every little spot upon your 
happiness …2

Wow.  There’s not an emoji for that kind of love.  Sullivan Ballou was killed one week after he 
penned that letter.   Now, if you’re here and you’re single—gentlemen—that’s how you 

express love in written form.  Stop sending emojis and Snapchatting pictures of your face.  
She knows what your face looks like, it’s not that impressive, be a revolutionary, take out a 

pen and commit your feelings to paper.
The raw emotion he expressed to his wife in that letter is not all that far removed from what 

Paul expresses toward the Philippians.  Ballou speaks of the memories of the blissful 
moments he has spent Sarah and feels most gratified to God he enjoyed them for so long.

Paul, too, speaks of the gratification found in joy.  It’s an even deeper joy, too, because we 
know Paul is being inspired by the Holy Spirit as he writes this love letter to the Philippians:

Philippians 1:3-8
3 I give thanks to my God for every remembrance of you, 4 always praying with joy for all of 

you in my every prayer, 5 because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until 
now. 6 I am sure of this, that he who started a good work in you will carry it on to completion 

until the day of Christ Jesus. 7 Indeed, it is right for me to think this way about all of you, 
because I have you in my heart, and you are all partners with me in grace, both in my 

imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel. 8 For God is my witness, 
how deeply I miss all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus.

It’s a love letter, isn’t it?  Paul loved this church.  As he writes he would have been picturing 
the faces of those we met last week in Acts 16.  The faces of Lydia, the Asian merchant, the 

Philippian jailer and his family, the slave girl.  We are a dozen years down the road, that 
slave girl could have been all grown up.  She might have had a family by now and Paul may 

have known them.  This was Paul’s battlefield letter to the loved ones he left behind as he 
was fighting the fight of faith in the joy that is only possible through the Holy Spirit.  He wrote 

of that joy early and often in this letter.  Probably because of his own circumstances, writing 
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while under the direct guard of a Roman soldier  while he awaited trial, Paul wanted to 3

cement the idea in the minds of the Philippians that their joy in Christ Jesus was not tied in 

any way to their physical circumstances.
A Supernatural Joy

That’s a hard thing to wrap your mind around.  That’s why we call this series Fighting for Joy, 
because it is a fight.  But this love letter from Paul is filled to the brim with encouragement in 

and reasons for us to have joy.
It’s in the very beginning of our text.  We have the word joy right there in verse four but it’s 

even clearer in the original language.  I don’t use Greek to show you how much I know or 
impress you with fancy words.  I can’t even read Greek and am thankful for the work of 

scholars who make these interpretations available to us.  But when it helps us to understand 
the text better I want to point it out to you:

Verse three opens with the word eucharisteo.  It’s the same word the gospel writers use 
when Jesus took the bread at the last supper, broke it and ‘gave thanks.’  Paul writes in 

verse three that he gives thanks for the Philippians.  The word for Thanksgiving actually 
envelopes the word for grace, which Paul used in verse two.  Grace is charis.  Within the 

idea of thanksgiving is the idea of grace.  Paul can be thankful for them because of God’s 
grace, but thanksgiving and grace—those Greek words—grow from another root. The root 

for both eucharisteo and charis is chara—or joy.4

chara — joy

charis — grace
eucharisteo — thanksgiving 

There is joy in grace, there is joy in thanksgiving, there is to be—according to the Bible—joy 
present in the lives of God’s people simply as a by-product of being in relationship with Him.  

Paul is saying in verse three that whenever you enter my mind it sparks joy.
Jesus, in what is one of the most theologically rich addresses He gives in all the Gospels 

says in John 15:9-11: 9 As the Father has loved me, I have also loved you. Remain in my 
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love. 10 If you keep my commands you will remain in my love, just as I have kept my 
Father’s commands and remain in his love.

11 “I have told you these things so that my joy may be in you and your joy may be complete.
Jesus teaches His disciples the gospel so that their joy may be complete.  The gospel 

enables us to have joy and not just to have joy but to have it completely.  What is the gospel?  
It’s the good news that God has redeemed and reconciled to Himself a broken creation and 

fallen humans from Satan, sin, and their effects.  He has accomplished this work through the 
life, substitutionary death, resurrection, and future return of His Son Jesus Christ by the 

power of His Holy Spirit for His own glory and our joy.  5

The gospel is laid out in the open on the pages of Scripture in John 3:16-18

16 For God loved the world in this way:  He gave his one and only Son, so that everyone 
who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send his Son into 

the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. 18 Anyone who believes 
in him is not condemned, but anyone who does not believe is already condemned, because 

he has not believed in the name of the one and only Son of God.
We can have joy because we aren’t condemned anymore thanks to the finished work of 

Jesus Christ.
This joy, this chara, in the New Testament might not make sense to you if you’re not a 

believer.  What did Paul have to be joyful about?  He was very likely headed to his own 
execution.  He had no physical freedom.  His circumstances were not the recipe for a 

charmed life.  On his own, Paul would have had no joy.  But we know from another of Paul’s 
writings that this joy is not something we manifest on our own. It’s something the Spirit of 

God produces in us as we grow in Him.  Paul wrote to the Galatian church 5:22 But the fruit 
of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness, 

and self-control. (Gal. 5:22-23).
Joy isn’t optional if you’re a Christian. Joy is a by-product of your sanctification. Sanctification 

is a church-word.  But one that you need to learn because you’re currently going through it.  

 Adapted from The Village Church’s gospel statement found at https://www.tvcresources.net/resource-library/5

articles/what-is-the-gospel
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When you go through something, you learn a great deal about it, don’t you?  Since I’ve been 
here I’ve had the unique experience of meeting a handful of you for the first time while you’re 

in the hospital.  I met one gentleman and while he lay there he described in great detail an 
fairly intricate medical situation he was going through and the procedure they would do to 

correct his problem.  After he finished, I said wow—do you have a medical background?  No, 
he’d been in law enforcement.  But he spoke like a doctor because he was going through this 

thing and he learned about it.  You’re going through sanctification.  It’s part of the process by 
which God is saving you right now.  When God saves you—when you’re brought to spiritual 

life as you cry out for salvation to Jesus Christ—you are regenerated and justified.  
Regenerated meaning that you are reborn—where the idea of a born again Christian comes 

from based on Jesus’ interaction with Nicodemus in John 3.  And you’re justified.  That 
means you go from guilty and deserving of punishment in the eyes of a Holy God to fully 

acquitted.  The death sentence that your sin earned you was carried out on Jesus.  So you 
are saved.

Sanctification is the experience by which you are set apart for God's purpose, and are 
enabled to mature through the presence and power of the Holy Spirit.

The markers of that process are the fruits of the spirit.  If you look at Galatians 5 and don’t 
see any of those things present in your life then you need to evaluate whether you’re really 

redeemed.  That’s not my opinion, that’s just what the Bible teaches.  God’s people will bear 
spiritual fruit.

One of those fruits is joy.  It’s a fruit we have to work to cultivate and one of the ways we do it 
is through relationships with other believers.

We can learn from Paul three ways that joy has taken up roots in his life as he reflects on his 
relationship with the believers at Philippi.  

All three of our points today begin with the letter ‘P’ because I’ve been here five weeks now 
and all my sermon points haven’t started with the same letter yet so I’m afraid you’ll fire me 

soon if we don’t start using some good Baptist alliteration around here.
We’re going to look at Paul’s joy in perseverance, Paul’s joy in partnership, and Paul’s joy in 

passion.  Perseverance, partnership, and passion.
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Joy Rooted in Perseverance 
First, Paul is joyful because he knows the faith of the Philippians will persevere.  Verse 6:  I 

am sure of this, that he who started a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the 
day of Christ Jesus. The work didn’t start with the Philippians and it will not end with them.  

God started the work in them through the Holy Spirit and He will continue it on to completion 
as they persevere through whatever hardship they were experiencing.  

Paul had seen evidence of the Holy Spirit at work in their lives.  Because of that he could 
have joy because he knew their fellowship would not end in this life but it would carry on to 

eternity.  Paul longed to be with these believers at Philippi.  But even if that was never going 
to be possible on this side of eternity—and we have no indication that Paul ever visited 

Philippi after writing this letter—even if he never saw them again Paul knew they’d spend 
eternity together because God would see that the faith He began in them would one day 

come to completion.
You may be in a spot where you really need to hear this today.  Once you belong to God you 

are His forever.  This is known as the doctrine of perseverance of the saints.  You’ve 
probably heard it stated rather succinctly—once saved, always saved.  I always like if saved, 

always saved better.  If at some point in your life you prayed a prayer but nothing in your life 
has changed and you see no fruit of the Holy Spirit in your life and you have no desire at all 

to be obedient to God’s commands then what we are talking about right now probably 
doesn’t apply to you.  If you’re resting your hope for eternity something that happened 

decades ago that has had no impact on your life, you’re in grave danger.  As your pastor who 
loves you, I ask you to examine your life.  If God saves you, your faith will persevere.  Paul 

had seen the Spirit at work at Philippi, so he could have that confidence.  
You can know your faith is real and still have doubts.  This is a safe place for doubt.  You 

may have done things or things may have been done to you that shake your faith to its core.  
You need to know that God doesn’t let go.  Even if it seems like you want to let go of Him, He 

won’t let go of you.  Over in Romans 8:29-30, Paul writes:  For those he foreknew he also 
predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, so that he would be the firstborn 
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among many brothers and sisters. And those he predestined, he also called; and those he 
called, he also justified; and those he justified, he also glorified.

He knew you before you were born, before the foundation of the world in fact.  Psalm 139:13 
and Ephesians 1:4 testify to that.  He knew you—He chose you and chose to conform you to 

the image of Jesus—He called you out—He justified you—and He will glorify you.  I don’t like 
the term perseverance of the saints that much because it sounds like we can do it ourselves.  

We cannot.  If God were to let go of us we would fall right back into selfishness, greed, lust, 
and all manner of evil.  You would follow your heart.  Following your heart doesn’t lead to 

happily ever after.  That’s Disney, not Bible.  Following your heart leads to death.  Jeremiah 
17:9 says The heart is more deceitful than anything else,

and incurable—who can understand it? 
Instead of perseverance of the saints theologian Edwin Palmer put it this way— the 

preservation of the saints.  God preserves us so that we can continue on in relationship with 
Him.  Palmer continues:

The teaching of “once saved, always saved” is one of the grandest of biblical teachings. Let 
no one rob you of the joy of knowing that you will be saved forever. What a blessing it is to 

be able to make a decision once and for all about your eternal destiny. How good it is to be 
able to commit your life to Christ, and to know that as soon as you do you will always be 

saved and will be guarded by the power of God unto the full salvation to be revealed when 
Christ returns.6

Paul is joyful because he knows the Philippian church will persevere.  If you belong to Christ 
you will persevere, too.  And so will those you love who He has saved.  You can find joy in 

that today.
Joy Rooted in Partnership

Paul is joyful in perseverance and he’s also joyful because of the Philippians’ partnership.  
The word is koinonia and it’s used in verse 5 and verse 7.  It’s translated partnership in the 

CSB: v.5 - because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now and v.7 - and 

 Palmer, Edwin H.. The Five Points of Calvinism: A Study Guide (p. 95). Baker Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 6

�8



you are all partners with me in grace, both in my imprisonment and in the defense and 
confirmation of the gospel. 

Some translations take koinonia and translate it fellowship instead of partnership.  And that’s 
a pretty good translation.  Paul is saying that he has joy when he remembers the Philippians 

because what they have was deeper than friendship.  They had a fellowship.  Fellowship has 
a missional aspect to it. D.A. Carson commentating on this passage writes:

The heart of true fellowship is self-sacrificing conformity to a shared vision. Christian 
fellowship, then, is self-sacrificing conformity to the gospel…Paul gives thanks, with joy, 

because of the Philippians’ “partnership in the gospel” or “fellowship in the gospel,” he is 
thanking God that these brothers and sisters in Christ—from the moment of their conversion

—rolled up their sleeves and got involved in the advance of the gospel.7

Paul found joy in knowing the Philippians would continue to advance the gospel in their 

community no matter what happened to him. They were friends, but friends who were co-
laborers in the gospel.

My question for us is do we have this type of partnership here?  There are many friendships 
here and that is to be commended.  But friendships grow from affinity, you both enjoy the 

same things.  If we don’t go beyond friendship to fellowship then we erect walls at the edge 
of our congregation here.  If you don’t fit into one of these affinity groups, if you don’t share 

interests with one of these people then you won’t fit in.  We need gospel partnership.  We 
need deep relationships that are centered on the mission of Christ going forward in your 

neighborhood.  At the workplace, at the ball field, in your schools.  For that to happen some 
of us need to make life changes.  Some of us are too busy for any kind of deep relationships 

and we need to spend less time at the workplace or the ballfields and more time getting to 
know the people who sit on the other side of the church.  You may not be natural friends but 

you can grow to love one another dearly through your willingness to partner in the gospel.  
Get to know a church member from another generation or another background and find out 

how you can support one another in prayer and fellowship.  How can you serve together?  

 Carson, D. A.. Basics for Believers: An Exposition of Philippians (Kindle Locations 109-113). Baker Publishing 7

Group. Kindle Edition. 
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How can you carry out the mission together?  Fellowship is friendship on mission. It will bring 
you joy. It did for Paul.

Joy Rooted in Passion
He found joy in their perseverance, joy in their partnership and Paul’s joy is fueled by his 

passion for these people. 
He writes in verse 8 For God is my witness, how deeply I miss all of you with the affection of 

Christ Jesus.
These are bold words.  Paul claims to share the affection of Jesus Christ for these believers.  

His desire for them was the same as Christ’s and believed it so that he called on God as a 
witness to the truth of the statement.

Paul was so connected to God that he was able to share in God’s love for the Philippians in 
a way that is difficult for us to even grasp.

This passion was planted firmly and grew up from the soil of the Philippians gospel 
partnership and Paul’s faith in their perseverance.  As a part of this church you are a part of 

more than a civic organization.  We are unlike the Lion’s Club or the Rotary or any one of a 
thousand fine upstanding organizations you could devote your time to.  We are a family, 

united together for eternity by the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Gospel love, a self-sacrificing love, 
grows as we come to a deeper understanding that each of us has unmerited favor from the 

living God which has united us as brothers and sisters and given us a common purpose.  A 
purpose that is much bigger than any of us are as individuals.  That purpose, church, is to 

spread the gospel to the ends of the earth as we make disciples and glory God in all of life.  
If we seek the affection of Jesus Christ for one another we will experience a unity unlike 

anything any of us can imagine.  Things seem fine right now, don’t they?  I’m new, you all are 
extremely kind, we had a young lady trust Christ as her savior in youth group this week, we 

have baptisms coming up and several people praying through what membership in this 
church looks like.  It’s easy to seem united now.  But we’ll hit some bumps.  It won’t always 

be easy, but if we have a love for one another that is built on the knowledge that together in 
Jesus Christ we are one family that will be together for all eternity we can have a unity and a 

joy that truly are supernatural.  
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Because that’s what joy is—a supernatural gift of the holy spirit that is not rooted in our 
circumstances.  It is reinforced by knowing your faith will persevere, and that you have 

partnership with other believers who the gospel compels you to love to greater and greater 
degrees as you become more like Christ.

Living a joyful life is a fight—really it’s a war.  But we are in the war together.
Sullivan Ballou got a whole lot right in his love letter to his wife Sarah.  I don’t know if the 

man was a believer or not, but he was awfully close to a Biblical idea when he wrote this line:
And I am willing—perfectly willing—to lay down all my joys in this life,

The key to finding joy, to winning the fight for joy, is to lay down yourself and allow God—to 
fill you with His Holy Spirit and the more you get to know Him and His people the more joy 

you’ll experience.
Let’s pray.
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