
     Forgiveness is invoked for the familiarity of the story but, Lord willing, it makes a point. 

During the 1800s, a famous organist traveled from town to town across America giving 

concerts. It was in the days of the old pump organs, so in each town this savant of an 

organist hired a boy to work the pump for the organ behind the curtain during the concert. 

He didn’t want to spend a lot of money for such a menial task so this organist went to the 

back streets of every town he played in and hired one of the street urchins for a pittance. 

     In one town he picked a little boy who was a human pep rally, about as pessimistic as a 

rainbow and twice as colorful. This boy enthusiastically worked his hands raw pumping the 

bellows behind the curtain for the organ. True to form this organist put on a masterful 

performance to which the crowd responded with a dizzying outpouring of applause.  

     After the concert this organist couldn’t shake this little boy. Even after he had been paid, 

this boy, always beaming, stuck to the pant leg of the maestro with Boston terrier tenacity. 

Later, as the organist made his way to his hotel room in the cool of the evening the little 

boy right behind him kept saying, “Man, we sure put on a good concert tonight, didn’t we 

mister? Mister, what we did together, that was nothin’ short of amazing. Wow, we sure put 

on a good concert tonight, didn’t we mister?” Finally, the professional organist couldn’t take 

it anymore so he whirled on the little boy and hissed, “Whatd’ya mean we? We didn’t do 

anything. We didn’t put on a great concert. I put on a great concert. All you did was pump 

the bellows. Now go on and get before I give you a thrashing.” And he chased him away.   

     Well, the next night this organist received a request to actually do an encore 

performance in the same town with the same music, which was unusual, but the money was 

right so he agreed. But when he went to hire another urchin for pumping the bellows for the 

encore performance, guess who the only one was that he could find in the streets? Optimus 

prime himself. And for this little boy by-gones were by-gones, he just appreciated the 

chance to work again for some money for his family.  

     The opening piece of the concert was a beautiful fugue by Bach. But as the performer 

masterfully attacked the notes of the second piece, the music suddenly stopped, his rapid 

fingering bringing nothing more than a faint clicking sound from the keyboard. That’s when 

this little boy stuck his head around the corner of the organ, grinning ear to ear, and he said 

to the maestro, “We _______________________________________________________?” 

   Isn’t partnership or fellowship, if you will, difficult? Isn’t finding joy in fellowship often 

time even more difficult? Isn’t this true even if you are pursuing the genuine joy of 

fellowship in the Lord with brothers and sisters in Christ? Probably, as full time servants in 

the Lord’s Kingdom, most of us would say that some of our deepest joys in ministry have 

come, by the grace of God, through our partnering fellowship with brothers and sisters in 

Christ. But if we’re honest, most of us would also say that some of our deepest sorrows in 

ministry have also come through some sort of sinful dysfunction that touched our lives while 

trying to sustain or enjoy partnering fellowship with brothers and sisters in Christ. “We, ain’t 

havin’ a very good concert tonight, are we?” has brought a whole lot of hurt into a lot of 

Christian’s lives, Pastors included.  
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    Apparently, the outside world notices this about us Christians as well. Richard Dawkins 

has said on occasion during one of his presentations: “God has 3 great embarrassments:   

1. The incarnation. 2. The crucifixion. 3. And the ______________________.” Supposedly, 

he has received a standing ovation on more than one occasion when he gives his atheistic 

speeches to college audiences and mentions the last of his blasphemous interpretations of 

God’s greatest embarrassments. And then, of course, there is the general reputation among 

other church bodies and Christians, be it perceived or real, that we WELS Christians are 

anything but joy filled in our fellowship practices and partnerships, right? Right?  

  All this is sad, of course, because as, Martin Luther once said, “You have as much laughter 

as you have faith.” Luther also said, “Many a Lutheran looks like they’ve been baptized in 

lemon juice” (NOTE: This is a rather loose translation of one of Martin Luther’s more difficult 

German sayings to students at one of his Table Talks – I think!?). But seriously, joy, 

genuine joy rooted in the Lord of time and eternity comes from the Lord. When all is said 

and done, only God can create joy in God. “Make us glad for as many days as you have 

afflicted us” (Psalm 90:15) is how Moses put it. C. S. Lewis had it right when he said, 

“Joy is the __________________________ business of heaven.” 

    You and I, by the incomparable grace of God, have been given this joy in the infinitely 

desirable person of Jesus, “who is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact 

representation of His being” (Hebrews 1:3). Jesus is the spring of all happiness. Jesus 

is the great joy-bringer. He makes us joy-carriers. By God-given faith we trust in Jesus as 

the lover of our souls, our Great High Priest, and our very best friend. Please, don’t miss 

the enormity of that! I challenge you to find a greater reason for joy. Christianity is all 

about joy in Jesus, is it not? And then on top of that we have the unparalleled privilege of 

fellowshipping in this joy in one faith and one baptism this side of heaven with other people. 

As a saint since called home to heaven named Elmer Laubach used to say – “Is the joy in 

your heart for Jesus finding your face yet or do you want some more gospel?” 

    All this is to say that an isagogical treatment of the joy in fellowship found in Philippians 

that we might deepen our appreciation of the joy we have in Jesus is not only tremendously 

relevant for us as WELS Pastors but a wonderful opportunity to begin to take joy more 

seriously as Christians! So you are invited now to put away your laptop and smart phone – 

look past the inadequacies of the presenter – and let’s discover aspects of the genuine joy 

Jesus offers us in what we are going to call “The Joy Of A God-given Philippian Fellowship.” 

There is joy in a God-given Philippian Fellowship when: A 

“Whatd'aya say?” ______________ is ours in any circumstance. 

       Paul was most likely in prison at Rome (Acts 28:1-13) when Epaphroditus arrived with 

a gift from the church at Philippi, an important Roman colony in northern Greece. 

Epaphroditus was a member of the church in Philippi in Macedonia and on behalf of the 

congregation he brought Paul a gift for his support. He also reported that the Philippians 

were eager for some news about Paul's circumstances and the outcome of his trial before 

the Roman imperial court. 
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     While under house arrest in Rome, we get the sense that Paul was able to conduct a 

limited ministry. He was able to receive visitors, such as Epaphroditus, Onesimus, and the 

Jewish leaders of the synagogue in Rome (Acts 28:16-29). He ministered to those who 

came to him. He was also able to minister to the needs of the churches by means of letters 

which he was free to write. This epistle to the Philippians is obviously an example of that 
written in part as a response to the gift from the Philippians through Epaphroditus to Paul.  

     So Paul isn’t in some classic chamber of horrors hidden deeply beneath the streets of 

century-one Rome shackled to stone blocks black with age when he pens the imprisonment 

letter of Philippians. He is, however, a prisoner awaiting sentence and he does speak of 

chains. “As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to 

everyone else that I am in chains for Christ. Because of my chains, most of the 

brothers in the Lord have been encouraged to speak the word of God more 
courageously and fearlessly” (Philippians 1:13, 14).  

    What is fascinating then, especially in contrast with our culture of entitlement that leads 

to bemoaning what’s missing, is Paul’s reaction to his imprisonment. You’ve heard of a chain 

smoker – not a good thing. Paul becomes a chain _______________ – a very good thing! 

Even when he is chained to an ugly Roman guard who continually invades his personal 

space and freedom “Whatd’aya say?” is the mindset Paul keeps. In his letter to the 

Philippians – just like his letter to the Romans, Corinthians, Ephesians, Colossians and 

Thessalonians – Paul moves from saying, “Grace and peace to you from God our Father 

and the Lord Jesus Christ,” (Philippians 1:2) into an expression of heartfelt thanks. He 

consistently tells those to he is in fellowship with that he is writing in part to thank God for 
them. 

      In so doing Paul raises the joy quotient in his fellowship with those he partners with in 

the kingdom of God. For instance, in Romans 1:8 we read, “First, I thank my God 

through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is being reported all over 

the world.” In Ephesians 1:15 he writes, “For this reason, ever since I heard about 

your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the saints, I have not stopped 

giving thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers.” In Colossians 1:3 it’s, “We 

always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you.” If 

you’ve ever been thanked sincerely for ministry God has inspired you to carry out in the life 

of someone else by that someone else then you just have to know Paul’s stopping to think 
and thank in each instance infected his fellow Christians with cheer germs.  

     Now with the Philippians Paul is particularly thankful for their participation or partnership 

in the Gospel. “I thank my God every time I remember you. In all my prayers for all 

of you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership in the gospel from the 

first day until now,…” (Philippians 1:4, 5). The Greek word here is koinonia or 

fellowship and means far more than attending an occasional Lutheran potluck with the finest 

tuna salad, steamy bowls of mac and cheese, jello squares in the right liturgical color of the 

season and second helpings of friendly conversation.  

 

     The term koinos appears in in Acts 2:44 and simply means “common.” Something 

common was widespread, familiar, and ordinary. A sister term is koinonos, from which our 

word fellowship comes. The idea behind the word is a “partner” or “an associate.” So clearly 

the act of sharing is at the heart of the word koinonia. Koinonia then is the expression of 

genuine Christianity among the members of God’s family. This koinonia Paul is expressing  
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gratitude for and that he shared with the Philippians was a heart issue, to be felt and 

expressed and participated in with truth and love. It was something which occurred not just 

as part of a program or schedule but was a fundamental way of life for them in partnering 

together as God taught them to be, live, and share the gospel. That is not to be overlooked.  

 

     But there is a lot to be said for the simple fact that Paul approaches ministry with a 

“Whatd’aya say?” mindset that cements joy in his fellowship with his partners. Part of his 

discipline - part of his spiritual habit - is to thank God for blessings found in fellowship with 

others and then to thank those others verbally and or by pen. He seemingly goes out of his 

way to catch people doing and saying that which can cause him to say, “Thank you!” “And 

you yourselves also know, Philippians, that at the first preaching of the gospel, 

after I departed from Macedonia, no church shared with me in the matter of giving 

and receiving but you alone; for even in Thessalonica you sent a gift more than 

once for my needs” (Philippians 4:15-16). This thanking contributes to pure, unalloyed, 

magnetic joy in his fellowship with others. Perhaps this is especially true with the Philippians 

as he uses the word “joy” and its derivative “rejoice” sixteen times throughout this 

contagiously upbeat letter that exudes gratitude. 

 

      So much of how we experience life is based on perspective or context, isn’t it?  Actress 

Helen Hayes in her autobiography tells about cooking her first Thanksgiving Day turkey for 

her family. Not a Julia Childs by any stretch of the imagination she called her husband 

Charles and son James to the Thanksgiving table. Then she warned; “Now we all know this 

is the first turkey I have ever cooked. I’m bringing the bird out now. We will ask the 

blessing and then sample it. If it’s no good do not dare say a word! No smirks. No gross. 

Just politely put down your fork and shake your head “no” and we will silently get up from 

the table and go to a restaurant. Understood!?” She then returned to the kitchen. When she 

entered the dining room with the turkey her husband and son were seated at the table 

already wearing their hats and coats. 

 

     Paul challenges us not to bring our hats and coats of pessimism and fault finding in our 

Spirit driven efforts for joy in a Philippian fellowship. He repeatedly rehearses blessings 

which he does not believe he deserves. He models what it means to remember the best and 

chooses not to dwell on the rest. After all, Paul was arrested once in Philippi, then beaten 

with rods, and then thrown into prison with his feet locked in stocks. There were also 

predatory enemies in Philippi as well (Philippians 3:2, 17-19). Finally, for all the joy the   

Philippians brought Paul you can be sure he had his alligators among them as well.  

 

     But Paul doesn’t dwell on all that; rather he writes: “Finally, brothers, whatever is 

true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, 

whatever is admirable – if anything is excellent or praiseworthy – think about 

such things (Philippians 4:8). Please, understand Paul is not endorsing some kind of  

self-help positive thinking. He’s after right thinking in Christ that thanks God and others. 

This brings energy and joy into fellowship. Hence Paul bookends Philippians 4:8 with “And 

the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and 

minds in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:7) and “Whatever you have learned or 

received or heard from me, or seen in me – put it into practice. And the God of 

peace will be with you” (Philippians 4:9).    

  

There is joy in a God-given Philippian Fellowship when: We jointly 

_________ the Spirit to ________________ our lives in Christ. 
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     Let’s back up isagogically a bit to see another reason God came to inspire Paul to pen 

this letter where his buoyant joy in Christ and the fellowship he has with the Philippians in 

Christ keeps surfacing. See if you can fill in some blanks so I don’t lose you. Paul penned 

this letter while under house ______________ in ___________________. So seven 

hundred and fifty land miles away, the Apostle Paul writes this letter to his dear friends in 

Philippi. The Philippians wrote him first and sent a young missionary named 

_______________________ to help him. He became ill and when well Paul sent him home.  

     When Paul sent ______________________ back to the Philippians he sent this letter 

with him. Paul has also heard rumors about problems in the Philippian church (Philippians 4) 

and he knows they have deep concern for him. They fear for what’s going to happen to the 

Christian movement because of Paul’s imprisonment. It turns out their fear for Paul was 

warranted because his imprisonment turns out to be fatal. Paul never gets out of that prison 

in Rome. So there is all this drama and deep concern over the gospel ministry and the 

future of its messengers. That may very well be the deepest reason for the letter. Paul 

wants to assure the Philippians that he’ll be alright and the gospel will not be snuffed out – 

it will withstand any trial. “Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner 

worthy of the gospel of Christ. Then, whether I come and see you or only hear 

about you in my absence, I will know that you stand firm in one spirit, contending 

as one man for the faith of the gospel without being frightened in any way by 

those who oppose you. This is a sign to them that they will be destroyed, but that 

you will be saved – and that by God” (Philippians 1:27, 28).  

     How then is Paul going to inspire them to find joy in the fellowship they share in the 

midst of all the uncertainties and trials they both will undoubtedly face? A good place to 

start to answer that question is in the prayer Paul starts the epistle with. Paul, you may 

remember, begins every letter he writes except the Galatian letter with a prayer. It’s useful 

to notice the prayers of Paul because what he prays for in the beginning he talks about in 

the letter.  

     Maybe you have had this experience when you were in college and went home for 

Christmas break. Just by way of illustration, totally random, imagine Dan Voigt is sitting 

down for dinner his freshman year in college having gone home for Christmas break. Dan 

offers to pray but his mother says, “No, Danny boy. It’s okay let me pray this time.” Here’s 

her prayer: “Dear Lord, thanks for your great love to us in Jesus. Thanks for our food once 

again. Thanks for bringing our Danny boy home again this vacation. We ask, if it be your 

will, he get lots of sleep during this vacation so he can be well rested to finally get to classes 

on time when he gets back to school. We ask that, if it be your will, he remembers the 

sweet smell of clean fresh laundry so he doesn’t wait a whole semester to do laundry again 

and thus burden his mother so. And we ask that, if it be your will, you work a miracle and 

transform him into a Chicago Bear fan so he can have some real heroes to look up to in life 

later on rather than gold and green wannabes. In Jesus’ name. Amen.” Now from that 

prayer can you guess what the conversations during the meal are going to eventually go 

to!?  
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     This is true of Paul, too. Notice one element of his prayer which led to this aspect of a 

joy-filled Philippian type fellowship in his gospel partnership with the Philippians: the people 

of God jointly trust the Spirit to choreograph their lives in Christ. After Paul thanks the 

Philippians in the opening chapter he then wants them to understand that God’s work in 

their lives is continuing and will be completed: “…being confident of this, that He who 

began a good work in you will carry it out until the day of Christ Jesus…” 

(Philippians 1:6). His words are a reminder that God by His incomparable grace is making 

an “event” in their lives. The Greek word for “work” is ergon. Modern day physics uses the 

word “erg” as a unit of work – an event that happens. In other words, he is wanting the 

Philippians to put aside worry for worship and stress for trust because they can know with 

him that the God who began this event (partnership in the gospel) will complete it in Christ 

in just the right way.   

    That’s always one of the aspects of genuine joy, isn’t it? Happiness is dependent so often 

on circumstances being just right. Joy,however, genuine joy, is found in Jesus no matter 

what the circumstance. This is true because what we have in Christ is always greater than 

anything we don’t have in this life. More than that Christ superintends all circumstances to 

work all for our good and the glory of His name. Hence Paul peppers his epistle with 

statements like these: “But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the 

sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you. 

So you too should be glad and rejoice with me” (Philippians 2:17, 18). “Finally 

brothers, rejoice in the Lord! It is no trouble for me to write the same things to 

you again, and it is a safeguard for me” (Philippians 3:1). “Rejoice in the Lord 

always, I will say it again: Rejoice” (Philippians 4:4).  

     In fact, when Paul starts his letter to the Philippians with “To all the saints in Christ 

Jesus at Philippi, …” (Philippians 1:1) he isn’t just talking church talk but rather he is 

saying to the Philippians that their faith, gospel partnership, and even fellowship joy is 

centered most of all in the fact that a Christian’s permanent address is in Christ Jesus. It’s 

what Paul is re-iterating in Philippians 1:5 when he says, “because of your partnership 

in the gospel from the first day until now, …” Earlier we said “joy” and its derivative 

“rejoice” are mentioned 16 times in Philippians. Well, the word Christ is mentioned ______ 

times in this delightful four chapter book of only 104 verses! This is no coincidence.  

     Paul’s life was a letter to the Philippians which was, in the words of Pastor Westendorf 

from an old “Message For The Master” sermon, a varying zip code of Philippi, Corinth, 

Thessalonica, Rome, or wherever God had led him at the time. However, Paul always shared 

the same permanent address with the Philippians in Christ. A Christian’s zip code changes 

but incredible joy is found in remembering that your address in Christ is permanent. 

Trusting then that God, in this Christ-centered permanence, is doing His work in just the 

right way increases the joy–quotient exponentially. It’s like you can’t wait to see what God 

will do with open doors or refinement in you or with what will be revealed later in heaven. 

After all, Christians can jointly trust the Spirit to always choreograph their lives in Christ.  

     Paul was taught this, to later share with the Philippians, in Acts 16:6-7 while on his  
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second missionary journey with Timothy and Silas. The Bible says Paul came to Asia Minor 

and the Spirit of God said, “No.” Instead of the great commission, Paul receives the great 

_______________________. Paul could have established a church there.  But the Spirit 

simply said, “No.” In Acts 16:7 Paul decides he wants to go to Bithynia, and instead of 

giving him the great commission to go into all the world to preach the gospel to every 

creature, the Spirit of God gives him the great ________________________ once again, 

saying “No.” His zip code kept changing! 

     Finally, Paul ends up in Troas of all places. How do you handle Troas as a Pastor when 

you wanted Asia Minor and Bithynia? Better yet, how do you stay a human pep rally for 

Christ’s joy in the fellowship you have with whoever you are serving in Troas? Troas is that 

little place you may be in your ministry now or some day when everything you dreamed 

would happen just hasn’t. Troas is the little place on the other side of the road where no 

one seems to respond to the gospel. Troas is the sludge part of your current ministry and 

quite frankly you are tired of it. But if you are going to get to Philippi, if you will, to hear the 

Macedonian man say, “Come over and help us,” God sometimes gives you time in your 

troubled Troas. Remember, while in Troas joy can be found in a Philippian kind of fellowship 

when you just stay faithful to the gospel, trusting that God will choreograph your life by His 

Spirit in just the right way. 

     Some time ago Southwest Airlines reported on their web-site that on one of their flights 

a flight attendant made the following announcement before take-off: “Ladies and gentlemen 

we have a very, very special person on board today. He’s 99 years old! He happens to be 

celebrating his birthday today, and listen to this everybody; this is the first time he has ever 

flown on a plane.” People gave whoops from the bottom of their whoopers and applause 

spread across the cabin. As the appreciation subsided the flight attendant continued to say, 

“After we’ve landed, on the way out of the plane today, you might want to stop by the 

cockpit and wish him a happy birthday!” The cabin exploded with laughter. The flight 

attendant then said, “Actually folks the pilot is in his prime and ready to go. So relax and 

enjoy the flight.” 

    Our pilot is always in His prime for our permanent address is in Christ Jesus! Part of the 

joy of a Philippian fellowship is found when we recognize we can enjoy the flight and then 

some even as we trust the pilot to take us whenever, wherever, or by whatever means He 

deems best for us and the advancement of His kingdom. Paul puts it this way in Philippians 

1:18b and 19: “Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, for I know that through your 

prayers and the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ, what has happened to me 

will turn out for my deliverance.” 

     That word “help” in the Greek is epichoregas. From this Greek word we get our English 

word “choreography.” A choreographer is a person who arranges the set, the designs, and 

the actual routine of the dance. Isn’t that exactly what God the Holy Spirit does for us? He 

choreographs our existence, our fellowship, our ministries, even the details of our very 

lives. Paul is saying, “Let’s allow this triumphant truism to interject a defiant nevertheless 

kind of joy in our fellowship.” We are not here accidentally or even coincidentally. We are 

here providentially so let’s rejoice together in true Christian fellowship. 
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     Since we are sometimes unfairly tagged as grim saints of a stern conservative fellowship 

and tend not to hear of gospel proclamation in our midst that God blesses with a radiant joy 

of trusting in Christ that the Holy Spirit will choreograph the results, permit a synodical 

example of the above principle. By the way, God blessed this example with what we deem 

success from a human perspective but joy can be found even when God gives Troas instead 

of Philippi, right? 

     Pastor Andy Fix is serving our WELS congregation of Lincoln Heights Lutheran in Des 

Moines, Iowa. Pastor Andy had often commented to his wife Shelley that his dream would 

be to be a missionary overseas, like in Africa. Shelley’s response to that was frequently, 

“Well, Andy let’s be joyful with what we have because I’m not sure I could handle that but 

we’ll trust God to see what happens.” One day a black Sudanese man showed up at one of 

their services and sat in the back pew. His name was Joseph and he spoke very limited 

English. After the service Pastor Andy got out of Joseph that he was not happy with the 

false teaching going on in the ELCA, especially with the “use of homosexual Pastors now.” 

This is why he was visiting their church. 

    Joseph kept coming to church at Lincoln Heights because he appreciated the warm way 

the people of Lincoln Heights treated him and the passion with which the congregation 

“preached the truth about God’s Word.” You could rightly say he found joy in Christ- 

centered fellowship with our brothers and sisters in Christ at Lincoln Heights Lutheran. 

Clearly, God gets the glory for choreographing that to happen. With a combination of our 

own world and home mission offerings supporting the effort, Pastor Andy and Joseph 

finished translating a Bible Adult instruction course into Joseph’s dialect of the Neur tribe 

located in southern Sudan and western Ethiopia. 

    Joseph is now a confirmed member of Lincoln Heigths Lutheran Church. From the 

Sudanese people living in Iowa that Joseph has brought to Lincoln Heights Lutheran Church 

15 other adult Sudanese people were received into membership as adult confirmands at 

Lincoln Heights Lutheran Church this past Easter Sunday. Five Sudanese children have also 

been confirmed at Lincoln Heights Lutheran. Two years ago Pastor Andy, his father-in-law, 

and Joseph went to the Sudanese refugee camp that Joseph’s people had fled to in 

Gambela, Ehtiopia when Muslims in Sudan were carrying out genocide on Sudanese 

Christians in southern Sudan.  

     Joseph happens to be well respected and well known among the Neur and Dinka 

(Manute Bol’s tribe) tribes of Sudan. When Joseph spoke of a “joy in Christian fellowship” he 

had never known before with WELS Christians in the United States people listened and they 

longed for that kind of infectious fellowship themselves in Christ that is centered in gospel 

truth. As of the writing of this paper we have 10 bush congregations in Gambela, Ethiopa. 

And here’s the kicker – all ten are named Lincoln Heights Lutheran Church! 

    I spoke to Shelley Fix on the phone this past week. I jotted down these comments from 

her: “God is so good! What joy is ours to be in Christian fellowship with these Sudanese 

people here and also with those way over in Africa. Andy also has the joy he has always 

wanted in being a missionary and it’s just the kind of missionary wife I can handle being.  
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It certainly hasn’t been all roses because there have been challenges along the way but one 

thing we’ve re-learned is that God is definitely in control.” Friends, God bless our Spirit 

guided efforts to enjoy this same kind of fellowship centered in Christ that the Holy Spirit 

choreographs into our ministries and lives, even when everything doesn’t turn out exactly 

the way we wanted it to.  

     There is joy in a God-given Philippian Fellowship when: The 

emphasis by you is on ______________ others in Christ. 

     If you just read Philippians through without attempting to dissect each verb, noun, and 
adjective, if you accept that Paul’s unbridled joy over the Philippians and vice versa was the 

fruit of the Spirit that was expressed and not analyzed by them, and if you remember that 

in the end Philippians was a letter and not an academic treatise, you can’t help but be 

impressed with the fact that at the heart of the joy Paul and the Philippians experienced in 

fellowship with each other was a genuine concern in Christ for others rather than self.  

     So often, if we are honest, joy is sucked out of our Christian fellowship in our WELS 

congregations by self-centeredness. We ourselves or certain people we are in fellowship 

with make fellowship burdensome because it just has to be about me, my way, or what I 

want as opposed to what is actually best for others. Listen to the cry, “I’m offended” in our 

WELS congregations and nine times out of ten it boils down to I didn’t get my way so now I 

choose to be the wet blanket in the linen closet of this church. 

     Garrison Keillor writes of a woman named Edith and says of her: “Edith lived in a little 

world bounded on the north, south, east, and west by Edith.” Imagine the joy you’d have in 

Christian fellowship with her! Self-centeredness is always self-defeating for joyful Christian 

fellowship. Self-centeredness causes us to be joy impaired people of God. Paul goes out of 

his way then with his dance of words and exclamations of delight over the Philippians to 

elevate their needs and reminds them to do the same to others. Rather than                     

self-centeredness he places the emphasis on others-orientedness. 

     In chapter 2 joy in Christian fellowship Paul says is found in serving others. It starts with 

the right attitude, humility: “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in 

humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only 

to your own interests, but also to the interest of others. Your attitude should be 

the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God did not consider 

equality with God something to be grasped, but made Himself nothing,” 

(Philippians 2:3-7b).  

     An others-oriented joy in fellowship is encouraged by the right models in the midst of 

those you are fellowshipping with: “I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you 

soon, that I also may be cheered when I receive the news about you. I have no 

one else like him, who takes a genuine interest in your welfare. For everyone looks 

out for his own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. But you know that Timothy has  
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proved himself, because as a son with his father he has served me in the work of 

the gospel. I hope then to send him as soon as I see how things go with me” 

(Philippians 2:19-23). 

     Finally, joy in a Philippian kind of fellowship that elevates others and their needs rolls up 

its sleeves and risks itself by seeking to be a reconciler when conflict puts the focus on   

self-centeredness and threatens to ruin harmony that brings joy in fellowship for all: “I 

plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to agree with each other in the Lord. 

Yes, and I ask you, loyal yokefellow, help these women who have contended at my 

side in the cause of the gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my fellow 

workers, whose names are in the book of life” (Philippians 4:2, 3).   

     In an article for The Wall Street Journal, writer Leonard Mlodinow shares a story from 

the life of baseball great Joe DiMaggio: 

“It was the summer of 1945, and World War II had ended. Former soldiers, including 

famous baseball stars, streamed back into America and American life. Yankee slugger Joe 

DiMaggio was trying to be ‘Yankee fan Joe DiMaggio,’ sneaking into a mezzanine seat with 

his four-year-old son, Joe, Jr., before rejoining his team. A fan noticed him, then another. 

Soon throughout the stadium people were chanting, ‘Joe, Joe, Joe DiMaggio!’ DiMaggio, 

moved, gazed down to see if his son had noticed the tribute. He had. ‘See, Daddy,’ said the 

little DiMaggio, ‘everybody knows me!’”                                                                 

(Leonard Mlodinow, “The Triumph Of The Random,” The Wall Street Journal, 7/03/09)                                         

 

     Stephen Wilkins, on his web-site, makes the point that junior Joe DiMaggio made the 

innocent child’s mistake of assuming all the glory at Yankee stadium that summer day in 

1945 belonged to him and not his father. We make a far less innocent mistake when we live 

our lives as though life is all about us and our glory rather than God’s glory. So the Apostle 

Paul, nearing the end of his joyful letter of Philippians, proclaims: “To our God and Father 

be glory for ever and ever. Amen” (Philippians 4:20). Clearly, in light of all that Paul 

has written about joy in Philippians one way we would bring greater glory to God and not 

ourselves would be by having not only joy in authentic gospel fellowship with others but an 

abundance of it.   

     After teaching us about remaining in His love by obeying His commands Jesus said that 

His aim was that His followers would be filled with joy, but not just any kind of joy. “I have 

told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete” 

(John 15:11). The problem with His people, according to Jesus, is not that we are too 

joyful for God’s taste, but that we are not full enough of His joy. Lewis Smedes puts it this 

way: “To miss out on joy is to miss out on a major reason for your existence in Christ.” God 

grant we don’t miss out on it in any way but rather have it in all the fullness Jesus would 

have us capture it so we may put an abundance of jewels in His crown and brandish His 

name as His thoroughly joyful people. Jesus see to this in all our lives. 
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