Philippians 1:1-11
Without a good connection, your TV would not work, your lights would not work.  Without a good connection your car would not start.  Without a good connection we cannot talk on our cell phones or send messages across the internet.  Without a good connection, you may not have gotten the job you have or the job you want.  We count on a good connection for the electrons and the radio signals to be shared from one point to the next.  In the same way we count on connections between people for information to be shared, and for support, encouragement and love to be shared.  And just like the electrical connection between two points, human connections sometimes get a little rusty or corroded and need to be cleaned up a bit, or a few parts swapped – or a bit of tweaking now and then -- to strengthen that connection and to improve our sharing.

The word connection in our English language comes from two parts – the prefix “con” means together.  And the root, “nection”, taken from the Latin “nexus”, refers to that place where two or more parts join or are bound.  So literally, a connection is where two or more separate parts are bound together.
Those of us with a faith in Christ – we know that the essential, primary connection starts with our Lord Jesus.  In our Philippians passage for this morning, Paul brings these two ideas together for us – our connection with one another, and our connection with God.  Paul had been in the city of Philippi twice before, and from the sound of this letter to his friends – written several years after they had met -- they still had a good relationship -- and so Paul felt thankful for the church in Philippi.  We now know that he had several good friends from Philippi – friends that lasted for many years – even after he left them.  And so in this letter to them years later, Paul says “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.”  Here Paul refers to their first, essential, primary connection – one that he enjoyed as well.  And so they held a common bond – they shared in the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Wherever they were, however long it had been since they last saw each other, they knew they could count on that most essential common bond – they shared together in the gospel.  This “sharing” word comes from the Greek word  “koinwni,a|” – meaning fellowship -- not just being together in the same room, but even more to the point, it means they participated together – in the gospel.  They shared the work of the gospel together.  And this made Paul thankful for their relationship.  This was their connection.  
But there’s more to this connection.  Later Paul says again, “It is right for me to think this way about all of you, because you hold me in your heart, for all of you share in God's grace with me”.  Even for Paul, it’s grace always!  Here Paul uses that word “koinwni,a|” again, but for emphasis, to be crystal clear, he adds that same prefix we have in our word connection.  So for punch, Paul is saying: “It’s right for me to be thankful because all of you share -- together – in God’s grace -- with me.”  They are connected – not just in a one to one relationship, but in a many to one relationship – the many in the body of Christ together connected to one Lord.  
When Paul wrote this he was hundreds of miles away, and as far as we know, he never saw them again.  But this bond between them, their connection, was sure, it extended beyond the miles and the years.
And they didn’t have telephone or e-mail, or cell phones, or instant text messaging, or MySpace, or Skype, or even a postal system that delivered across the land in two or three days.  But they had the gospel – they shared together a common faith and a common work together – a common mission to advance the gospel – and a common grace in their lives – grace first, grace always -- and no one could ever take that away.  They were forever connected by the mission of the gospel of Jesus Christ.
I think about our connection.  We Methodists like to talk about our connection.  We are a connectional people, and we organize ourselves using a connectional system.  This means that our relationships extend way beyond our local community – across the District Conference, across our Annual Conference in Virginia, to include everyone else who shares together the common gospel of Christ – even across the world in our General Conference.  When my family and I leave here to a ministry across the Virginia Conference, we are taking our connection with you, to there.  Our connection with you will strengthen our ministry there.  And I hope our connection with you will strengthen your ministry here – because we share, and have shared together, the one thing that matters, the mission of the gospel of Jesus Christ, fueled and encouraged by God’s grace – and nothing can take that away from us.

And so we are more than friends – we are friends connected – connected by the gospel we share, connected by the same grace of our Lord Jesus which we share together.  And wherever we are – even when we pass on to that heavenly glory – wherever we are, whenever we are, we are connected – friends, connected in the gospel.

Sure, today we need to say good bye, because this part of our journey together is ending.  But we are friends forever, beyond the miles, because the Lord Jesus is our Lord together, shared.  And so, despite the miles, despite the time that might separate us, a new phase of our journey together now begins – because we are friends -- but not just friends -- we are friends forever connected.  

The Lord will always be with you.              
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