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“Our Necessary Response”

“… for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.”

The celebration of Old Dan Parker’s 90  birthday was shaping up to be the social event of the season inth

Branchville.  Old Dan (a name that was given him as a child, when his aunt gave birth to a son three months
after he was born and also named her child Dan) had lived in town all of his life and knew everyone who lived
there.  Old Dan was a master woodworker whose creations were in practically every home in town, and he had
often been a guest in many of those houses.  Even those Old Dan and his late wife Eloise never had children, he
was a member of a large extended family and the adopted uncle and grandfather of generations of local
children.  His workshop was always a community gathering place, and on warm summer evenings Old Dan
could be found on his front porch sipping and iced tea and regaling his guests with stories of his life with family
and friends in his beloved home town.

As the guest list grew, it became clear that no one’s home could fit all of the people who wanted to attend the
party, so arrangements were made to host the event in the community center.  As the date approached, Old
Dan’s niece Jessie asked him if he wanted any gifts or simply wished to have a “no gifts please” policy for the
party.  In his typically straightforward fashion, Old Dan answered without hesitation: “You bet I want gifts – but
not the kind you can put in a box.  I’ll tell everyone what I want them to give me for my birthday – but not
before the party.”

On the day of the celebration, hundreds of people packed the community center to capacity.  There were
photographs, stories, music, and of course Old Dan’s favorite chocolate cake.  There were testimonials from
many of Old Dan’s family and friends, and even a proclamation from the mayor declaring it Old Dan Day in
Branchville.  But in the midst of these festivities was the mystery as to the gift that Old Dan desired from his
guests; no one knew what to make of his strange request.  Finally, the time came for Old Dan to speak.  Slowly,
he made his way to the podium, then he looked around at all of these assembled guests waiting to hear his
speech.  

“First, of all, I want to thank all of you for being here, and for putting together such a big party for me.  I’m a
simple man, and all of this is a bit overwhelming for me.  I’ve been so blessed in so many ways, which is why I
really don’t need any more stuff for my birthday.  But there is one thing I’d like all of you to give me for my
birthday: the promise that you’ll be kind to one another.  You’re all good people, but some of you aren’t so
good to one another.  I know that some of you have been feuding for as long as anyone can remember.  Some
of you aren’t taking to other members of your family, and others of you are so selfish that you don’t seem to
notice that some people in town aren’t doing so well and need some help.  If you really love me as much as I
know you do, that’s what you can give me to honor my birthday – be good to one another!”

Old Dan’s challenge to his community echoed the challenge that Paul presents to the Philippian community
when he calls upon the Christians in that Macedonian city to respond in an appropriate fashion to the blessings
they have received from the Lord Jesus Christ.  Paul has great affection for the Philippian church; he opens his
letter with words of thanksgiving for the blessings he has received from these fellow disciples of Jesus Christ:

· “I thank my God every time I remember you, constantly praying with joy in every one of my prayers for
all of you, because of your sharing in the gospel from the first day until now.  I am confident of this,
that the one who began a good work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ.”
– Philippians 1:3-6.



Paul writes this letter both to praise the Philippians for their faithfulness and to offer pastoral advice and
encouragement to a community facing opposition and persecution because of their faith.  Paul is well-aware of
the dangers and temptations facing a young Christian community subject to persecution and pressure; his
words of encouragement are from one who has also suffered for his faith, “since you are having the same
struggle that you saw I had and now hear that I still have.” (1:30).

Paul’s instructions are based on the “encouragement” the Philippians possess in Christ: “If then there is any
encouragement in Christ, any consolation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy,
make my joy complete…” (2:1-2a).  In Christ, believers find both comfort and strength; because Christians are
“in Christ,” they are united to him and to one another and are able to share his mind and strength.  It is this
union that is the source of the “encouragement” that provides, in turn, the consolation of love, sharing in the
Spirit, compassion, and sympathy.

On the basis of what they have in Christ, Paul now appeals to the Philippians to live their lives in such a way as
will “make my joy complete.”  The Philippians have already brought Paul joy (1:4); if their behavior reflects
their common life in Christ, they will fulfill Paul’s joy in their faithful response to the blessings that have
received from their Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ:

· “be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.  Do nothing from
selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves.  Let each of you
look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others.” – 2:2-4.

Being “of the same mind” (phroneo) does not mean that Paul expects the Philippians to always be in
agreement on all matters; it refers to a Christian community that shares a common attitude that is rooted in
their common faith in Jesus Christ.  It is connected with his instruction that they “have the same love,” the love
of Christ which is the source of Christian love.  This common love will result in humility, which is the proper
attitude toward God: “He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you but to
do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” (Micah 6:8).  Christ’s actions provide not
simply an example for believers to copy but also the foundation of their Christian existence.

· “Here we see clearly that the Apostle has prescribed this rule for the life of Christians, namely, that we
should devote all our works to the welfare of others, since each has such abundant riches in his faith
that all his other works and his whole life are a surplus with which he can by voluntary benevolence
serve and do good to his neighbor.” – Martin Luther, The Freedom of a Christian.

In order to illustrate the importance of this teaching, Paul quotes from what was probably one of the earliest
hymns sung by Christians in worship so that the Philippians might have “the same mind … in you that was in
Christ Jesus” (2:5).  The “Christ hymn” serves as an early form of a creed, a confession of faith in the identity of
Jesus Christ, the significance of his suffering and death, and his exaltation by God through which all people will
recognize him as Lord:

· “… though he was in the form of God, [he] did not regard equality with God as something to be
exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.  And being
found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on
a cross.  Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so
that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and
every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” – 2:6-11.

This hymn is unique in the writings of Paul in that it tells us what Christ did not do before spelling out what he
did.  Paul stresses the contrast between the possibility Christ rejected – of claiming what was rightfully his –



and his abandonment of his privileges.  It begins with the confession that is at the heart of the Christian faith,
that Jesus is in “the form of God” and shares “equality with God.”  The foundational documents of the Church
confess that Jesus is “of one being with the Father, through whom all things are made.” (Nicene Creed).  The
opening words of the Gospel According to John state that “all things came into being through him, and without
him not one thing came into being.” (John 1:3).  In the Small Catechism, Martin Luther teaches that “I believe
that Jesus Christ, true God, begotten of the Father in eternity, and also a true human being, born of the virgin
Mary, is my Lord.”  Lutherans continue to believe and teach that “God the Son became a human being, born of
the pure Virgin Mary, and that the two natures, the divine and the human, are so inseparably united in the one
person that there is one Christ.  He is true God and true human being …” (Augsburg Confession, Article III).  

Even though Christ was “in the form of God,” he did not seek to exploit his divine nature to serve his own
selfish purposes.  This was the temptation that the devil had presented to Jesus in the wilderness; in each of
the three temptations, Jesus is challenged to use the divine powers he possesses to satisfy his hunger by
turning a stone into bread, to gain notoriety by having angels rescue him if he jumps from the pinnacle of the
temple, and to gain power over the kingdoms of the world if he chooses to worship Satan.  In rejecting these
temptations, Jesus proves that “he did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited.”  Instead,
Jesus “emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.”  Not only does Jesus reject
exploiting his power and privileges for his own selfish gain, but he totally abandons them so that he might fulfill
God’s purpose for his life, so that he might be Saviour of all God’s people.

· “Christ did not cease to be ‘in the form of God’ when he took the form of a slave.  It is in his self-
emptying and his humiliation that he reveals what God is like, and it is through his taking the form of a
slave that we see ‘the form of God.’” – Morna D. Hooker.

In choosing the path of servitude and humility, not only did Jesus become obedient to the point of death but
“even death on a cross.”  Crucifixion was the cruelest and most shameful of deaths in this era, and remains a
scandal for those who cannot see how one who is fully in the form of God can be reduced to such an
ignominious death.  Paul would write to the Corinthians that it is the death on the Cross that causes so many
people to have difficulties with the Christian proclamation:

· “For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being
saved it is the power of God … we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness
to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jesus and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the
wisdom of God.  For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger
than human strength.” – 1 Corinthians 1:18, 23-25.

Christ’s humility and his death on the Cross are at the heart of the Christian message – but they are incomplete
without the good news of his resurrection, which is introduced in the hymn by the triumphant “therefore” that
introduces the action of God, who now responds to Christ’s self-emptying and humiliation.  As the Risen Lord
who is “seated at the right hand of the Father,” every living creature – including spiritual and demonic forces –
will acknowledge Jesus as Lord, who is now given “the name that is above every name.”  As the bestowal of a
name in the ancient world gave a person status and power, the name bestowed on Jesus is above all other
names because it is the name of God.  The confession that “Jesus Christ is Lord” would be a challenge to Roman
authorities, who claimed that Caesar was lord, as well as a confession of the Christian faith.  Instead of kneeling
to the Roman Emperor, now all will kneel in acknowledgement that the true Lord is not one who conquers
through military might but has conquered sin, death and the power of the devil “not with gold or silver but with
his holy, precious blood and his innocent suffering and death.” (Small Catechism).  Whoever honors Jesus must
also glorify God (“There is no other god besides me, a righteous God and a Savior, there is no one besides me.” –
Isaiah 45:21), because in Jesus we see the one who is in “the form of God” and mirrors God’s glory.



· “But he did all this for our sake, that he might serve us and that all things which he accomplished in this
form of a servant might become ours.” – Luther.

As Christians rejoice in this good news that we have received forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation through the
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ our Lord, Paul also challenges us to consider our response to what our
Savior has given us?  How shall we show our gratitude for what God has done for us in Christ?  What gifts can
we offer “for all thy love imparts”?  What is to be our necessary response as God’s people for the priceless gift
that has been so freely and graciously given to us?  

· “Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only in my presence, but much more
now in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work
in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” – 2:12-13.

Ultimately, it is to God that the Philippians owe obedience; Paul is simply the one through whom God’s
commands have been channeled.  The appropriate attitude that one should take in the presence of God is to
“work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.”  Such an attitude is not caused by any uncertainty
regarding one’s salvation, but by an appropriate attitude in the presence of God better described as “awe.” 
Echoing the story of God’s revelation on Mt. Sinai, “fear and trembling” tell us we are in the presence of God:
“This is the language of theophany; God’s self-revelation issues in a transformed community that itself becomes
a kind of theophany, a manifestation of God’s presence in the world.” (Susan Eastman).  The gracious action of
God in Christ demands a response; as Paul wrote to the Romans, in “Jesus Christ, through whom we have
received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among the Gentiles for the sake of his
name, including yourselves who are called to belong to Jesus Christ.” (Romans 1:5-6).  The Philippians are to
complete what God has done by living it out in their lives, in the community of believers.

· “Fear of the Lord puts us in a position of recognizing God’s holiness so that he is more free to act
through us, since we are not approaching him presumptuously.  It is one of the seven qualities of the
Spirit-filled Messiah (Isaiah 11:1-3), traditionally recognized as the seven gifts of the Spirit.  God’s
messianic people find delight in the fear of the Lord.” – William S. Kurz.

What the Philippians now will and work is the work of God within them; as the Holy Spirit enabled the first
apostles to accomplish the work Christ had entrusted to them, for Christians of every generation “it is God who
is at work in you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” (2:13).

· “The humility and obedience expected of Christians are rooted in the humility and obedience of Christ
himself.  The source of all these qualities is Christ, in whom Christians also find encouragement, love,
fellowship, and compassion.” – Morna Hooker.

Our necessary response to all that God’s love in Christ has given us is “what [God] most would treasure – our
humble, thankful hearts.” (ELW Hymn 681).  The manner in which we respond to God’s graciousness is to
recognize that “for all of this I owe it to God to thank and praise, serve and obey him.” (Small Catechism).  Our
proper response – that will make complete the joy not only of the Apostle but more importantly of our Lord –
is to live every day as humble, obedient servants of our Lord whose obedience and humility have given us the
greatest gift of all, the assurance that “neither life nor death shall ever from the Lord his children sever.”

· “Jesus died to show us how to live – how to live a life of ultimate trust, a life that is wholly and
completely untrusted to God.  May God grant us the courage to follow his example and entrust
ourselves wholly and completely to the faithful God as our Savior Jesus Christ did.” – Alan Brehm.



Old Dan’s birthday celebration was memorable not only for the size of the crowd or the quality of the food, but
for the challenge that he presented to the gathering as the birthday gift he preferred.  Over the course of the
following weeks, there was a noticeable change in Branchville; people seemed to be kinder, more considerate,
and more patient with each other.  While feuds and divisions remained, the level of animosity decreased, and
people who hadn’t acknowledged each other’s existence for years at least gave a grudging “hello” to their
rivals.  As Old Dan sat on his front porch, he witnessed how people had responded to his birthday wishes – not
with items that would only clutter up his house, but with a way of living that would make Branchville a better
home for all.

As God has blessed us so richly through our Lord Jesus Christ, our necessary response does not come merely in
an envelope or a container; it is contained in the manner in which we live together, the actions through which
we make our Lord’s joy complete when we fulfill what he most treasures, that we “love one another … as I
have loved you.” (John 13:34). Amen.


