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Philippians 1.3-11: God’s Work and Ours 
Paul’s Letter to the Philippians 

Jason Procopio 

As you know, we’re the second week of a new series on the letter to the Philippians. This letter was written by 
Paul, but it is God’s Word—inspired by the Holy Spirit through the pen of the apostle Paul. Which doesn’t 
take away from the personal nature of what he’s saying: as we’ll see, this is very personal for him. His letter is 
addressed to real people and touches on ordinary, everyday matters. But in light of the truths he’ll expose here, 
we’ll see these ordinary subjects aren’t quite as ordinary as we supposed. Paul begins his letter with a personal 
address to the Philippians—an address which is nevertheless anchored in some immense truths. So we’re going 
to walk through the text together, then we’ll take a step back to say, “In light of what Paul expresses here, what 
does God call us to do?” 

1) Gratitude for God’s Work in Their Work (v. 3-8) 
3 I thank my God in all my remembrance of you, 4 always in every prayer of mine for you all making my prayer with 
joy, 5 because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now. Now, let me pause for a second just to 
ask this question, which we’ll see answered again and again in this passage. We can see that Paul is expressing 
his gratitude for the Philippians’ partnership in the gospel with him (as we’ll see in a moment). Here’s the 
question: if he’s thankful for their partnership, why is he thanking God? I’ll answer the question now, and then 
we’ll see that answer worked out over and over again in this passage. He’s thanking God because although the 
Philippians have worked for the gospel, their work is actually a result of God’s work in them. That’s the big 
idea of this text: God works in them, and therefore calls them and enables them to work for him. 

3 I thank my God in all my remembrance of you, 4 always in every prayer of mine for you all making my prayer with 
joy, 5 because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now. Remember what happened the very 
first day. The first day they were in Philippi, through the power of the Holy Spirit, Paul cast a demon out of a 
slave girl, and was put in prison. God miraculously liberates him from the prison, saves the jailer who was 
guarding him. And what happened? The jailer brought him and Silas home and fed them, and Lydia, the first 
woman to meet Christ in Philippi, housed Paul and everyone traveling with him in her home. 

From the very first day, these people were partnering with Paul in the work of the gospel in very simple and 
concrete ways: giving them room and board, giving them food, giving them medical care, so that they might 
continue to preach the gospel. And it continued after that. First of all, they sent him people. Look at chapter 2, 
v. 30 (he’s talking about Epaphroditus, a member of the Philippian church who was sent by the church to serve 
Paul). …he nearly died for the work of Christ, risking his life to complete what was lacking in your service to me. So 
the Philippians sacrificed their brother to be of service to Paul, and Epaphroditus very nearly sacrificed his own 
life to do so. They couldn’t all come, but they partnered with him by being with him in his ministry.  

In chapter 4, Paul talks about their provision of his financial needs (4.15-16): 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. 16 Even in Thessalonica you sent me help for my needs once and again. So you 
see this: at the beginning of Paul’s ministry, he was nearly entirely funded by the church in Philippi. The 
spread of the gospel was so important for them that they were willing to send him money so that he might 
devote all of his time to the work of ministry. So this is what Paul is firstly thankful for: their practical 
partnership in the gospel in very real and simple ways. 
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Now, remember our main point: God is the one who did this in them. Paul gives this amazing certainty in verse 
6: 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. 
So what was that good work? It was the good work of producing generosity in them, so that they might 
joyfully desire to partner with him in the gospel. And although this sentence looks somewhat parenthetical, and 
it is, but the fact that it is parenthetical doesn’t mean it’s small: it is at the very heart of the gospel. He who 
began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ. If God begins a work in his people, 
he will not leave it unfinished. (We’ll come back to this later on.)  

What else did the Philippians do? What else is Paul thankful for? Look at v. 7: 7 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. Now remember, Paul is in prison as he writes this—he is 
defending and confirming the truth of the gospel by his willingness to suffer for it. He’ll tell us later on in the 
chapter that he considers the opportunity to prove the gospel’s worth in this way is actually a grace of God to 
him (we’ll see why in coming weeks), and here he tells the Philippians that as he enjoys this grace, they are 
participating in that grace with him. How? Well, they were there. Imprisonment, in the ancient world, was a 
source of great shame—and yet, the Philippians are there with him. They’re sticking by him. They’re providing 
for him in his need. And not only that, he’ll recognize a little later that for the sake of the gospel, the 
Philippians have suffering of their own to contend with. So he is bursting with joy because of their 
participation with him in the defense and confirmation of the gospel.  

And this joy and gratitude he feels has produced deep, real affection in him. Look at v. 8: 8   For God is my 
witness, how I yearn for you all with the affection of Christ Jesus. This is not abstract spirituality—he’s not saying 
he’s picked up “positive energy” or “good vibes” from what they have done for them. No—the truth of what 
God has done in them, and what they have done for him, has produced real, deep affection for them. And this 
affection, as we said last week, is the very affection of Jesus. In other words, Paul loves them so dearly that he 
would be willing to do for them what Christ did—he would be willing to die for his brothers and sisters. This 
is no small thing: he does not merely feel loving feelings for them. Their gospel partnership has produced 
something far more profound. 

2) Prayer for God’s Work in Their Work (v. 9-11) 
Now, I said that the main point of this passage is that Paul is thankful for the work that God has done in them 
that produced their work. And nowhere is this more evident than in the next verses. Why? Because he’s praying 
for them. He’s interceding for them. What do we do in intercession? We ask God to do something on someone 
else’s behalf—something they could not do for themselves. So what does he pray for them? 

9 And it is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, with knowledge and all discernment… This is not 
how we often think about love. We imagine love to be an emotion, something that happens at the level of the 
heart; and knowledge to be intellectual, something that happens in the mind. But for Paul these two things are 
ineluctably linked: the heart and the head cannot be separated—otherwise, it’s not really love. 

I went to youth camp when I was a teenager, and I was completely smitten with a girl there. I didn’t know her 
name or anything about her, and I was too shy to go up and speak to her. So I contented myself with simply 
watching her from afar and wondering what she must be like. And every year when I’d go back to youth camp, 
she’d be there, one year older, and I would spend all week thinking about her. Now, I genuinely felt something 
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toward her; it wasn’t nothing. But it’s obvious to see how my feelings toward this girl (whose name I still don’t 
know) were different from the feelings I have toward my wife today. My feelings for Loanne at first very closely 
resembled my feelings for the mystery girl: because I didn’t know her. But as I grew to know her, and my 
feelings toward her grew deeper; they were no longer merely physical—I loved her. And even my love for her 
grew as I got to know her; there is a weight to the love I have for her now that I didn’t have when I married her 
thirteen years ago, because I know her much more deeply. 

Love that is divorced from knowledge is not love; and knowledge that is divorced from love may be 
stimulating, but is of no use to us as far as our relationship with God is concerned. So Paul’s prayer is that their 
love may grow, with knowledge. Knowledge of what? Well obviously, knowledge of the object of their love: 
God himself. And how do we know God? We know God through our knowledge of the gospel, as revealed in 
his Word. Remember what happened in Philippi at the beginning? Paul came and preached the gospel to the 
women by the river, and God opened Lydia’s heart to hear the gospel. Paul preached the gospel to the jailer, 
and the jailer was converted by the power of the Spirit. We only know God insofar as we know his Word, for it 
is in his Word that he reveals himself to us. The Holy Spirit opens our eyes and converts our hearts, but he 
doesn’t do it so that we might see God in the stars or hear his voice on the wind; he doesn’t do it so that we 
might find God in art or philosophy (as good as all those things can be). No—he opens our hearts to be able to 
comprehend and accept his Word. If you are going anywhere else to know God, you’re barking up the wrong 
tree. 

Now what will be a natural result of knowing God? God is altogether glorious and righteous and lovely, so as 
we grow to know him, our love for him abounds more and more. And because we love him, we grow to know 
him rightly. And because we know him rightly, we learn to discern rightly—that is, we learn to see the world as 
God sees the world; we learn to love what he loves and think like he thinks. So Paul’s prayer for the Philippians 
is that their love may grow deeper and deeper, with all knowledge and discernment.  

Why? 10 …so that you may approve what is excellent, and so 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. When we see the world as 
God sees the world, we will see that God loves certain things and doesn’t love other things; we will see that 
certain behaviors and thoughts and ways of thinking line up with his character and others don’t. Our call is to 
“be holy as God is holy” (Leviticus 11.44, 1 Peter 1.16); but we won’t know how to do that unless we know 
what holiness looks like.  

So as we grow in our knowledge of God, we grow to know what God’s character is like, and as we grow in 
discernment, we’re able to see how that character fleshes itself out in practice. I know this might be confusing, 
so let me give an example of what this might look in practice. Let’s imagine a girl called Anna. Anna spends 
her life on social media; she has a million “friends” and feels quite fulfilled by her interaction with them. Then 
she hears the gospel, and she meets Christ. And because of what he has done for her, she loves him and wants 
to grow in her knowledge of him. So she reads her Bible, and comes to know what God is like: that he has 
eternally existed in community in the persons of the Trinity—Father, Son and Spirit—and that he has created 
her to also live in community—a community that is lived out in day-to-day life, face-to-face, with other human 
beings. Faced with this, she is able to discern that what she has on social media may be fun, but it isn’t real 
community: those people don’t get to see what she’s like when she’s afraid, or angry; they don’t get to see her 
at her most vulnerable and speak the truth to her in the moment when she needs it. So she makes the brave 
decision to enter into community with other believers, face-to-face, where she might emulate God’s character 
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with them. That’s one example of what this looks like. But by itself that picture is incomplete—it’s really 
important to see what comes next.  

Paul prays that the Philippians may take what we’ve just said and apply it to all areas of life, and so be pure and 
blameless for the day of Christ, 11  filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ… This is 
absolutely foundational. All too often when we think about God, we think about it in this way: “God is holy; 
I am not; so if I want to be accepted by God, I must be holy.” This is completely backwards. Look at what Paul 
says: being pure and blameless for the day of Christ, growing in holiness, is the FRUIT of righteousness that comes 
through Jesus Christ. This is, simply put, the gospel that Paul preached to the Philippians when he was with 
them. Jesus Christ lived a perfect life, and died on the cross for sins he did not commit. On the cross he took 
our sins upon himself, and God punished him in our place. In essence, he traded with us: he took our sin, and 
he gave us his perfect righteousness. Because of this, when we stand before God, he will not see our sin—that 
was nailed to the cross with Christ, and he poured out his wrath on it. He will only see Christ’s perfect 
righteousness, which he gave to us. This is the righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ.  

And it is knowing that—knowing that we are no longer under condemnation, but under grace; knowing that 
we are no longer enemies of God, but his adopted sons and daughters—that opened the way for us to live holy 
lives. Without this, it is impossible to be holy; we would be crushed under the weight of condemnation. But 
now, God declares us to be righteousness, because we have the righteousness of Christ, and he tells us to, in 
essence, become what we are. All of our good works, all of our righteousness, flows out of that reality—which is 
why Paul concludes his prayer by saying it is all to the glory and praise of God. It is God who did this for us, by 
sending his Son to live and die for us; it is God who did this in us, by opening our eyes and our hearts to love 
him and know him through the truth of his Word; and so it is God who gets the glory and the praise for all of 
this. 

3) Pray for His Work in Ours 
So Paul has expressed his gratitude for what the Philippians have done, and he has prayed that God would 
continue to work in them for his glory. And seeing how Paul gushes about it, we see that this is a beautiful 
thing that has happened in them. This is something we want, right? So the question we want to ask is, How can 
this happen in us? In light of what Paul has expressed his gratitude over and what he has prayed for, we can 
clearly see that God the Holy Spirit, in inspiring these words through the apostle Paul, calls us to pray for a 
certain number of things. 

Firstly, he calls us to pray that he might allow us to partner in the gospel in practical ways, no matter what it 
might cost us. 3 I thank my God in all my remembrance of you, 4 always in every prayer of mine for you all making 
my prayer with joy, 5  because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now… Remember that when 
Paul praises the Philippians’ work, he’s not merely praising their holiness, or their growth in the faith; he’s 
talking about very practical, everyday things: physical presence, and money. Why is this significant? It is 
significant because it is in these practical, everyday things that the rubber meets the road, so to speak. Any 
Christian can read their Bible and give testimony that they feel less angry, or they’re struggling with lust less, 
or they’re feeling the presence of God more keenly than before—and that’s good. But you will see the true grit 
of your faith when it costs you. If you want to see the measure of your faith, look at your calendar; look at 
your wallet. What do you spend your time on? What do you spend your money on? Many of us are happy to 
serve God as long as it only costs us morally, but when there is a practical need—a financial need, or something 
that impinges on our hard-earned free time—it feels very different.  
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So we need to remember that this is a grace God gives us to partner in the gospel—v. 7: you are all partakers with 
me of grace… The reason we have such a hard time participating in these ways, giving of our time and our 
finances, is because we can’t imagine what we would do without them. Of course I’m not talking about giving 
more than we have, but we spend crazy amounts of time and money on things we don’t need or even 
ultimately want—things that may be fun, but will not provide us with any lasting joy (or even pleasure!). As 
the once-great sage Tyler Durden said, “The things you own end up owning you.” It is indescribably liberating 
to realize how little we actually need to be happy. God’s commandments to give are not there to restrict us or 
spoil our joy; they are invitations to see what it means to live free of these things! God calls us to pray that we 
might partner in the gospel in practical ways, no matter what it might cost us. 

Secondly, he calls us to pray that God might enable us to defend and confirm the gospel. v. 7: …you are all 
partakers with me of grace, both in my imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel. How did 
Paul and the Philippians defend and confirm the gospel? They defended the gospel by proclaiming its truth 
without wavering from its message, no matter how much the world or the culture around them were hostile 
toward it: the message of the gospel is the message of life itself, the message of God, and is worth defending.  

They confirmed the gospel by proving by their lives that the gospel is what it claims to be: good news! William 
Tyndale wrote, “The gospel tells how…all men that were in bondage to sin, wounded with death, overcome by 
the devil, are without their own merits or deservings, loosed, justified, restored to life, and saved, brought to 
liberty, and reconciled to the favour of God, and set at one with him again. As many as believe these tidings 
laud, praise and thank God, and are glad, sing and dance for joy… Now [the wretched man]…cannot but be 
glad and laugh from the low bottom of his heart, if he believe that the tidings are true.”  How out of step is it 1

to have such a good news as we have and not be simply bursting at the seams with joy? We confirm the gospel to 
others by living lives which show that our obedience is not half-hearted, begrudging submission, but joyful 
praise to the God who saved us. 

But we cannot produce this joy in ourselves—so thirdly, God calls us to pray for joy in him. Just look at the 
language of this passage as a whole. I THANK God… Making my prayer with JOY… I HOLD YOU IN MY 
HEART… I YEARN for you all with the AFFECTION of Christ Jesus… This is not neutral language; this is highly 
emotional language—Paul loves the Philippians and makes his prayer with joy because of what God has done in 
them, and he prays that they might share in that love (v. 9): 9 And it is my prayer that your love may abound more 
and more, with knowledge and all discernment… All the good works that we do have this love and joy at their 
core: we work because we love the Lord and we rejoice in him. This joy, which is the result of the knowledge 
of the righteousness we have in Christ, motivates us to do the work. So first things first: before laying on our 
shoulders the burden of working for God, we must lay on our shoulders the burden of being happy in God. 
And this is very important: it’s okay to lay this burden on ourselves. Our first pursuit should be love for God 
and joy in him because that is work that only he can do. Anyone can give money, and we should: the gospel will 
not go forward without the financial support of the church. Anyone can do this. But what does Jesus say? He 
doesn’t say God loves those who give, but rather, God loves a CHEERFUL giver. Giving—or doing anything for 
God—out of the joy that comes from loving God and knowing who we are in Christ is something only he can 
do. So we must pray to know God more fully and love God more deeply and that that love might overflow in 
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deep joy and gratitude for the grace that he’s shown us, and that that might bear loving, joyful, practical work 
in us. 

Fourthly, he calls us to pray that we might grow in Christ, to the glory of God. If this is what Paul prayed for 
people whom he dearly loved, it is evident that these are things we should pray for one another. v. 11:  And it is 
my prayer that…[you may be] 11 filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ, to the glory and 
praise of God. We have a contact list online, that’s only available to me and to certain people who manage 
different ministries in the church. If you’ve filled out a “Carte Connexion,” then your name is on that list. And 
every week, I pray for you. Since I’ve been preparing these passages, I’ve been praying this for you: that your 
love may abound more and more; that you may grow in knowledge and all discernment; that you may grow in 
holiness, which is the fruit of the righteousness you have in Christ. Brothers and sisters, pray for one another. 
Pray for your brothers and sisters, that they might grow in their love and knowledge and discernment and 
holiness, and thank God for the work he has done in them. 

Lastly, God calls us to trust in his faithfulness to finish the work he began in us. 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. Many of us live our Christian 
lives very unsure of our salvation or our standing before him. We live in constant fear that we’re standing on a 
razor’s edge, and that we’re just ready to fall off and, at best, do irrevocable damage to the work of the gospel, 
or at worst, lose our salvation. And Paul says that we need not fear this. Look back at your life and ask yourself, 
Has God done a work in me in the past? Has he opened my eyes to see the truth of the gospel and believe it? Has he 
produced holiness in my life, even if it was very small and a very long time ago? If God began a good work in you, 
he will complete it. There is work for you to do, yes—the Philippians didn’t sit around doing nothing—but that 
work doesn’t depend on you, it depends on him. And that is very good news. So as we close, let us trust that all 
he’s called us to do, he will enable us to do. When we stand before him, we will be ready, for he will make us 
ready.


