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To understand Paul’s letter to the Philippians, you have to imagine that one day you sat 

down to write a letter to a church that you loved but at the time of your writing, you had not 

gone back for a visit to in about twelve years. If you left a church one day and did not see it for 

twelve years, what would you want to know? Congregations can sometimes be guilty of 

believing that nothing should ever change within their life together, but like it or not, things do 

change, and they certainly change after a dozen years. So what would you want to know about 

that had changed if you had not seen this congregation for twelve years?  Well, for one, you 

may want to know if the church has grown any, or if certain of its members had left or passed 

away. Has it added new members from the community, you may ask, and have the teenagers 

from twelve years ago gotten married and had children. And what about their children, had the 

children of those former teenagers been baptized in the church. And what do those teenagers 

look like now? How have they changed since becoming young men and women? And then what 

about those who were babies and toddlers twelve years ago? What do they look like now? How 

much have they grown? You would want to know about all the physical changes of the 

congregation, the adding of members and the growing of members, and of course even the loss 

of members as people left the church or died. You may also be interested in knowing something 

about changes to the physical structure of the church after a dozen years. Has the paint on the 

building started to chip and peel? Has the roof started to leak, or has everything been well-

maintained? You would want to know whether the church still worships in a sanctuary that has 

gotten a dozen years older, or maybe there is a new sanctuary, or a new wing that’s been 
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added on to the building. That would not have been something that Paul was interested in 

during his day, congregations didn’t worship in sanctuaries in those days, they worshipped in 

each other’s homes. But it is surely something that a few of us would be interested in knowing. 

All of these are interesting things to want to know about, but they are not what Paul 

expresses an interest in knowing about in this passage. Instead, Paul wants to know how this 

church in Philippi has grown in the Spirit. Paul says he prays that you Philippians may grow in 

love “more and more so that in the day of Christ you may produce a harvest of righteousness 

that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God.”  

What is this harvest that Paul talks about in the day of Jesus Christ, this day of Christ that 

we watch for in this season of Advent? This day that we talk about as we light candles on an 

Advent wreath and read ancient verses of scripture. Jesus sometimes talks about a harvest, and 

why shouldn’t he have? His listeners were farming people. The harvest is plentiful but the 

laborers are few, he said, pray then that the Lord of the harvest will send laborers into his 

harvest. Another time he told a parable about a field where wheat was growing but the field 

workers found that weeds were growing among the wheat. The field workers then asked the 

owner if he wanted them to pull up the weeds, but he said no, let them grow until the harvest, 

and at that time they will be separated.  

This may be the kind of harvest that Paul has in mind. But I think there’s an important 

difference. When Jesus talked about the harvest he seems to be talking about the harvest of 

actual people. The wheat and the weeds for example, are the wicked and the righteous who 

grow together until they can be separated at the judgment. And sending laborers into the 
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harvest was about sending out people to spread the gospel to those who would hear it. The 

harvest of people.  

But I don’t think Paul here is talking about the harvest of people or at least I don’t think 

that is all he’s talking about. You go outside one morning in early spring and you get out your 

gardening gloves, and your trowel, and you dig a hole in the ground and let’s say you drop in an 

apple seed. If you did all this, you wouldn’t see an apple tree sprout up overnight. Instead you 

would wait and wait through seasons of sun and rain and snow, and you first watch that seed 

become a sprout and then a sapling, and then a small tree, and then a much bigger healthier 

tree with buds on the branches. But when do you finally decide the tree is mature, when do you 

finally decide the tree is fully grown? You think it is still immature, you think it is still going 

through the growing process until the day comes when there are all kinds of little apples 

growing on its branches, you think it is still in the growing maturing process until it can produce 

fruit that could be harvested. You didn’t plant the tree into the ground just for the sake of 

having a tree after all. You did it because you wanted the tree to produce something, and until 

the day came when it produced something you said it wasn’t ready yet. It hadn’t matured yet. 

But when it produced fruit that could be picked on the day of a harvest, that’s when you would 

say it had matured. 

You may say to yourself, when have I reached spiritual maturity, when have I become an 

adult tree? Is it when I am confirmed or when I am baptized? Well, no and no. Baptism and 

confirmation mark the beginning of faith, not the end of faith. Is it when I am perfect? No, if 

you have to wait until you are perfect you will be waiting an awfully long time. You have grown 

up, Paul tells us, when you are producing spiritual fruit. You have arrived when you are 
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producing the fruit of the spirit. It is important to remember that. You see, we may not get too 

excited about spiritual growth because we think that spiritual growth is invisible. It is something 

that no one can see. And for that reason if you were to leave this church for twelve years you 

would want to know how we have grown and gotten older and what has happened in terms of 

all our physical growth, but you would probably be a lot less interested in our spiritual growth. 

But despite what we might believe, you can see our spiritual growth because you can see our 

spiritual fruits. You can see when someone is joyful, you can see when someone is kind. These 

things don’t take a lot of guess work. If someone comes to visit you when you are sick or to 

feed and clothe you when you are needy you don’t have to guess whether they are a kind 

person. These fruits are visible. And elsewhere Paul lists the other fruit of the spirits as the 

fruits of love, peace, forebearance, goodness, self-control, and gentleness. You can see each 

one of these things, and it is when you have produced these fruits that you are like that mature 

tree that is ready to be picked for the harvest. It is at that point where our Lord can say to us 

well-done thou good and faithful servant.  

In the world beyond the four walls of this church, or the four walls of any church, these 

spiritual fruits are known as virtues. And there are lots of different traits that are put on the list 

of virtues. You may say to me for example, that hospitality ought to be on the list. What if I 

have everything on this list that Paul talks about? What if I love, joy, peace, forebearance, 

kindness, goodness, self-control and gentleness, but I don’t ever welcome anyone into the 

church or into my home. Well, I think that would be bad. I would say you are not yet mature. So 

yes, I would put hospitality on the list. Or you may say to me, what if I have love, joy, peace, 

forebearance, kindness, goodness, self-control, gentleness, and even hospitality, but I don’t 
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have courage. Well, I would say you haven’t yet matured still. Or you may even say to me, 

pastor, what if I have love, joy, ok, I’m not going to go through the whole list again, but you may 

say, what if I have all these fruits that Paul talks about and I even have hospitality and courage, 

but I don’t have generosity, well, then I would still say you are not fully mature. If no one in this 

world was hospitable, generous or courageous we would be in pretty bad shape. We are in bad 

enough shape as it is because too many people lack these fruits. 

But now, you may say, we have a problem. You may say pastor, if I have to keep adding to 

this list, then there’s no telling how many spiritual fruits I might need. You have just added 

hospitality, courage and generosity, but you have said nothing yet about integrity, honesty, or 

fairness, wisdom, humility, or justice. So what does that tell you? What it ought to tell you is 

that we never really arrive, do we? We never get to the point where we are those mature trees 

that have grown all they can, and have nothing left to do.    

 I suppose we don’t have to think about these different virtues as fruits. This was a good 

image for farming people, but I suppose we can use a more urban image we like. But we 

couldn’t use just any old image, because just as fruit only grows on a mature tree, I can’t think 

of a single one of these virtues that could possibly belong to a young and immature person. 

They take maturity. When have you ever heard of an immature person described as peaceful or 

self-controlled? You wouldn’t say that. That is not to say that you can’t ever find these fruits 

among young people. You can. But you don’t find them among immature young people, and 

some of them you don’t even find among young people at all. There’s something about people 

without grey hair that we just don’t call them wise. No one says that Nick Jonas is so wise. 
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Wisdom takes decades. And by the way if you don’t know who Nick Jonas is, you might want to 

consider yourself blessed.  

You may think it isn’t fair that the development of these fruits take so long. You may say to 

God that these fruits should be ripe in an instant. That’s the way it is in the supermarket, after 

all. You can go there and find ripe fruit any day of the year. But, if you live where the fruits 

actually grow, you know it doesn’t work that way. And it doesn’t work that way with these 

spiritual fruits either.    

Love, joy, peace, forebearance, kindness, goodness, self-control, gentleness, hospitality, 

courage, generosity, integrity, honesty, fairness, wisdom, humility, justice. Which of these 

spiritual fruits are you bearing? Which of them are ripe? Which of them are still growing? 

Which of them have you taken time to recognize within yourself and to thank God for? And 

which of these, which of these have you not even begun to grow? One day they will all be 

harvested, and on that day, may the harvest of your fruit bring glory to God.  


