Lent 2

Philippi

Greece is a nation with a great cultural heritage, even if in recent years it is better known for it’s fragile economy. It is in many respects the cradle of western civilisation. It is a place of legends, Gods and larger than life heroes. It has given us a tradition of philosophy, great architecture and literature. It is also he origin of the concept of democracy, the political system that is so highly esteemed throughout the world.

The ancient town of Philippi is located right at the top of the Aegean Sea and is at the point where Asia meets Europe. Through this area marched Persian kings in Old Testament times on their way to try conquer Greece and extend their empire. The city was founded by Philip, king of Macedonia, father of Alexander the Great. Later on the city was the site of a great battle between the two men who assassinated Julius Caesar (Brutus and Cassius) and Caesar’s heirs, Mark Antony and Octavian. The city became a very Roman place and many former Roman soldiers were rewarded by being given land there – they may have been the original soldier-settlers.

In time Paul arrived with his friends to preach the Gospel and plant a church. We know something of the churches founding and early life from the Acts of the Apostles and the letter that Paul wrote to the church. 

Paul and his companion Silas, and perhaps Clement and Luke, came to the city because they believed that in a vision they were called to come to Macedonia. God had opened this door and closed other possibilities. 

Several important insights into our following of Christ and membership of the Church are offered to us from the stories of Paul in Philippi.

Firstly, Paul and his companions made a number of converts in their stay in Philippi and importantly several women are named in both Acts and Philippians. Paul’s evangelistic zeal welcomed all responses and he showed no bias towards men in his witness. Paul had in his letter to the Galatians stated that in Christ all are one so that distinctions such as male and female, slave and free, Jew and Greek no longer have meaning in Christ and therefore in Christ’s body the Church. All who are baptised into Christ are called to minister and these worldly distinctions are not to be determinative of status with the Church. Lydia, whom Paul met by the riverside, the place where people came to pray, was the first to respond to his message of new life in Christ. 

We must affirm the right and responsibility of all the baptised to live a life of ministry; we must encourage and enable every baptised person to participate fully in the ministry life of the Church.

Secondly, having responded to Paul’s preaching, Lydia and her ‘household’ were baptised. Then, a little later, having been released from prison by an earthquake, Paul baptised both the jailor and ‘his own’. There was an expectation that when the head of the house made a decision to follow a God or be initiated into a faith then everyone associated immediately with that person would follow suit. By implication Lydia’s household and those who belonged to the jailor consisted of family, spouse, children and slaves. 

There is in our Anglican Church and in the tradition of the Roman Catholic, eastern Orthodox and some protestant churches, a long tradition of infant baptism. The decision to baptise those who for whatever reason cannot make their own decision, is evidenced in these very early stories of the Philippian church. There is a strong corporate dimension to our faith and always has been. 

In our following of Christ and our Christian journey we have a responsibility to seek the best for those who we love and to make decisions for their wellbeing. 

Thirdly, again by the riverside, Paul and his companions met a girl who followed them around to their great annoyance. The girl was, they determined, possessed by a spirit who gave her the ability to see into the spiritual dimension and to foretell the future. The girl was doubly enslaved. Not only was she controlled by this spirit, she was owned as a slave and exploited by the men who had a duty to act kindly and be responsible for her welfare. These men in their treatment of their slave stand in stark contrast to Lydia and the jailor who, while also responsible for those in their care, acted in their best interests and decided to allow God’s grace to bring freedom. 

What do take from this? We have a duty of care toward those who are oppressed and must seek the best for them. Our following of Jesus has a strong practical and ethical dimension that calls us to act toward people as Jesus did. 

