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God of all grace and peace,  
New each day is your love and all day long, you are working for good in the world.  
For that, I give you thanks…asking only that you would tend to the prayers of your people in 
such a way that we may be encouraged, emboldened, assured that your power and strength 
is sufficient for all of our various needs…and the needs of our family, our friends, our 
neighbors and our country.   In the name of Jesus…Amen. 
  
We have been learning a lot from Paul’s letter to the Philippians these last few weeks. Today 
I’m going to back up to the verses that I would have preached that week I was sick… 
Do you have your Bibles handy?   I’m reading from N. T.  Wright’s translation so this will 
sound a little bit different from what you may be reading but the Word of God is sure and 
certain, regardless of the translation.   
 
Let’s listen for words of Encouragement and wisdom for our times as we hear what Paul had 
to say to the Philippians.  
 
Scripture Reading        Philippians 1: 27 – 2:5 
 The one thing I would stress is this:  

your public behaviour must match up to the gospel of King Jesus.  
That way, whether I do come and see you or whether I remain elsewhere,  

the news that I get about you will indicate that  
you are standing firm with a single spirit,  

struggling side by side with one united intent for the faith of the gospel,  
and not letting your opponents intimidate you in any way.  

This behavior is a sign to them of their destruction, but (also) of your salvation— 
a sign that comes from God.  

 Yes: God has granted you that, on behalf of King Jesus,  
you should not only believe in him, but also suffer for his sake.  

You are engaged in the same struggle which you once watched me go through;  
and, as you now hear, I’m still going through it.  

So if our shared life in the King brings you any comfort;  
if love still has the power to make you cheerful;  

if we really do have a partnership in the spirit; 
 if your hearts are at all moved with affection and sympathy— 

then make my joy complete!  
Bring your thinking into line with one another.  
Here’s how to do it.  

*Hold on to the same love; 
 *bring your innermost lives into harmony;  

*fix your minds on the same object.  
*Never act out of selfish ambition or vanity;  

*instead, regard everybody else as your superior. 
*Look after each other’s best interests, not your own.  
This is how you should think among yourselves— 

with the mind that you have because you belong to the Messiah, Jesus:  
THE KINGDOM NEW TESTAMENT: A CONTEMPORARY TRANSLATION by N.T. WRIGHT. Copyright (c) 2011 

 The words of God for the people of God. 

     Thanks be to God.  



Message      Where’s the Unity in Community?  
 
Paul has a reputation for being long-winded, convoluted in his reasoning, obscure in his 
references but I chose his letter to the Philippians for us this month because in this one,   
Paul is pretty clear and uncomplicated about: 
 How to live in community with others who love Jesus and  
 How to function as the followers of Jesus at a time that was described last 
week…some of you may remember:  in the middle of a twisted and depraved generation.  
 
We can understand being in the middle of a mess because we are living in a time when the 
whole world is struggling with a Virus that has us all twisted up in knots about how to stay 
healthy and safe and connected and involved with each other and our neighbors.    
 
We are living in a time when there are people in our community who we just can’t understand 
in terms of their choices of behavior, political candidates, what it means to be a Christian.   
 
We are living in a time when what we thought we knew about our history as Americans and 
our relationships with people of color is being turned upside down and inside out.    
 
Thank God, thank you Jesus,  that Paul has some simple words for us, in terms of dealing 
with all of these kinds of twisted complexities.  Here’s what he said to the Philippians and to 
us…   
 
Bring your thinking into line with one another.  
Here’s how to do it.  

*Hold on to the same love;   Love of Jesus, love for each other. 
 
*bring your innermost lives into harmony;  Not that we are all singing the same notes 
but that our lives would blend together, singing the same song.   Like the different 
parts that a choir would sing.   

 
*fix your minds on the same object.  Make Jesus, the cross, the resurrection the 

common object of our thoughts and desires.   
 

*Never act out of selfish ambition or vanity…    Be humble.  You don’t know the whole 
story until you slow down and listen to the other person’s point of view.  They just might know 
more than you do. 

 
*Look after each other’s best interests, not your own.   Know your own 

preferences but recognize that the good of all is more important sometimes than what’s 
good for each of us, as individuals.    
 
I doubt if this ‘advise’/wisdom of Paul is new to very many of you.  These are the teachings of 
the church, drawn from the wisdom of the Scriptures, the words of Jesus.  But they are 
awfully, awfully difficult to live out, aren’t they?  
 
For so many reasons, in so many situations, it’s just plain hard to apply what Paul is 
suggesting to the situation right in front of us.  This letter to the Philippians is fairly simple and 



direct but still, I wonder if we don’t need to narrow it down a little bit further—in order to be 
able to hold it in our minds and our hearts.  So let’s do this:     
 
Imagine a bumper sticker, a slogan to sum up all of these good instructions from Paul.   
Maybe something like: 
 
Where’s the Unity in Community? Of course, that’s a question— 
How about starting with a statement: 
Live the Unity in Community.   That would look good on a bumper sticker, right? 
Can we say it together?   
And then comes the question...What might Unity in Community look like?  Cause I’m not 
seeing it right now.     
And Paul’s letter tells us that we can see it when, in his words:   

you are standing firm with a single spirit,  
struggling side by side with one united intent for the faith of the gospel,  

and not letting your opponents intimidate you in any way.  
 
In other words, Paul is saying we can live the unity in community… 
In the humility of humiliation. 
In the service of subservience. 
In the giving of forgiving 
Taking the harm out of harmony. 
Adding love to our peace. 
Holding on to the holy. 
Repenting of the pent up. 
Remembering the crux of crucifixion.  
We can  
Find the solution in Absolution.  
Know we’re meant for Atonement. 
See the rest in Resurrection.  
There is  
Consolation in reconciliation.  
Appointing in anointing.  
Listen to  
The ‘call’ in Paul. 
The ‘us’ in Jesus. 
The ‘you’ in union.  
The ‘we’ in believe... 
The ‘must’ in trust... 
The dust and the ashes. 
The font of splashes. 
The love in the dove  
 as the voice from above says... 
 Listen to the one...my Son... 
  Be-loved. 
 
Yes, sometimes my inner slam poet comes out…to sum it up…Unity in community means:   
 



Listen to the one…God’s son…And yes, listen to Paul as well, who makes it clear that you 
too, like so many before you and since, may well be called to great difficulties and 
challenges.  Like right here.  And right now.   Paul says: 
Yes: God has granted you that, on behalf of King Jesus,  

you should not only believe in him, but also suffer for his sake.  
 

Suffering for Jesus…not real high on anyone’s list of things to do, right?   
We don’t want to feel uncomfortable or unhealthy.  The virus says:  Too bad to that.    
And we are living unity in community when we remember the healing mercies that Jesus 
offers to the sick and realize for his sake, we can pray and serve and call and help the sick 
and grieve for the dying.  
 
We don’t like conflicts and arguments.  We don’t like people in power who play games with 
our system and misuse their positions for selfish reasons. The politicians in this country say:  
Too bad to that.  
And the unity in our community is remembering that Jesus is the Prince of Peace.  And for 
his sake, we can listen with patience, admit that maybe sometimes we are wrong and affirm 
over and over again that God wants something better for this country than what we have 
going on right now.  
 
We don’t like in-house disagreements with our fellow United Methodists but the General 
Conference says:  Too bad to that.   
We suffer for the unhappiness of this division and we are sad for those who feel left out, 
ridiculed, not good enough, ignored.  
And we remember that Jesus, in his Priestly Prayer, John 17 prays to God on behalf of all 
who believe and who will believe in him that we may all be one.  Unity in Community.   And 
we can wait with prayer and patience for a human resolution to a divine mandate that gets 
lost in our disagreements on what the Bible really means and how God truly intends that we 
live in unity, in community with each other. 
 
We don’t like violence in our streets.  We don’t like racism.  We don’t like vigilante justice.   
We suffer for those who die at the hands of extremist groups, who are unfairly treated by 
those who are supposed to be keeping us safe.  And we suffer for those who live in fear of 
being kidnapped or beat up.   
And we remember that Jesus said in his very first sermon in the Gospel of Luke:   I have  
Been sent to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind and to let the 
oppressed go free… 
 
Living unity in community means we live as those who know that there are better days 
ahead.  That all of God’s dreams can and will come true and our public behavior can be a 
sign, a light to shine for all who see us…remembering that, as Paul says in his letter to the 
Philippians:   
God himself is the one who’s at work among you,  
   who provides both the will and the energy to enable you to do what pleases God. 
 
So, don’t let the differences that surround you, intimidate you in any way.  
Don’t let your neighbors.  
Not your politicians.  
Not your denomination. 



Not the social unrest…stop you from seeking unity in community with others who love Jesus.   
Don’t let all the yuck stuff going on turn you into someone who is intimidated, overcome, shut 
down and turned off.   
Live the unity in Community and remember: 
 
You are not alone.  
You are in a Community of believers right now…this Trinity UMC group, as a matter of fact… 
We value the Nurturing that goes into and comes out of a beloved Church.    
Within this Church family there is caring.  That is a sturdiness, a steadiness that has not 
allowed conflict or arguments or disturbing people to keep us from hanging together.   Our 
hearts moved with affection and sympathy.  Our love for each other still has the power to 
make us cheerful.  I’ve seen it happen right here in this building…People start off talking all 
crabby and unhappy and as the conversation continues…they find their way to smiles and 
even laughter.  Unite in community.  
 
During this pandemic season, I have grown so much in my appreciation for the way in which 
the people of this Trinity church stick together…stay connected…continue to serve each 
other and our neighbors.   
 
You are the hands and the feet and the heart of Jesus Christ. 
You are sharing God’s love with those who hunger for Meals.  For Worship.  For 
Companionship.    
It’s amazing to me how the DNA of those early UP Methodists, back in the late 1800s who 
worked so hard to come together and to start their churches, continues to show up in the 
2020s as: 
Faithfulness to God.  
Care and concern for each other and our neighbors…meaningful service.  
You may well feel like you have suffered enough with being locked up in your quarantine, 
pandemic shelters but there could well be more to come.   Right?  But don’t be intimidated.  
Remember this:  In truth, as you listen to these words and worship our Holy God, you are 
living God’s best wishes for unity in community.  
You are connected to each other.   
Connected and collected here by God and inspired and instructed by Paul.  
 
So stand firm, my friends.  Stand firm with a single spirit and keep true to the struggle, side 
by side with the one united intent for the faith of the Gospel.  
Look after each other’s interests… 

Hold on to the love of Jesus; 
 *bring your innermost lives into harmony;  

*fix your minds on the Cross and resurrection.   
Live Unity in Community!   Live it…Love it…Be as those who trust in Jesus, who suffered for 
us, emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, hung on the cross….to bring peace and unity 
to us—each of us, all of us---through his death and resurrection.  This day and always.   
Amen.  
 
   


