Sunday, July 27, 2008

Philippians 4 – Rejoicing in the same Lord in all circumstances
(Paul was happy to suffer… and he wasn’t crazy!)

Micah Adamson

     I realize that I have had an advantage in preaching this month because I was able to participate in the discussion after the service to see what people learned. I would like to take full advantage of this opportunity one last time, so I thought I would give a homework assignment to each of the discussion attendees. Even if you aren’t planning to attend the discussion class today, this assignment will help you to digest the sermon at home during the week either by yourself, or even better, with a group of friends. In fact this set of questions should help you get the most out of any sermon. Here’s the assignment: In preparation to discuss the sermon, please ask yourself the following question and write the answer down: What was the preacher’s point from this paragraph of text? Often times, a single verse is too short to draw any conclusions from, that’s why I recommend thinking in terms of a paragraph. (To help follow paragraph divisions, I have tried to keep the paragraph I am discussing up on the screen the whole time I am talking about it, or you can use your Bible.) Then after the sermon is over, if you have just one note per paragraph, you should have the material to ask these two follow-up questions later on: First, does the text support the preacher’s conclusion from this paragraph? And second, how can I apply this principle to my life?
     We’ve made it to the end of Paul’s letter to the Philippians and he’s now going to come to a very familiar conclusion to the whole book. Philippians 4:4 Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! Paul’s argument throughout the book has been... (Chapter 1) Regardless of what happens, (Chapter 2) Christ our servant Lord, (Chapter 3) is most valuable, (Chapter 4) so we rejoice! In every chapter, Paul has talked about how good Jesus is and how excited he is to know Christ. The whole letter has been building toward this logical command to rejoice!

Philippians 1:21 For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.

Philippians 2:8-9 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death— even death on a cross! Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name…

Philippians 3:8 I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ.

Philippians 4:12 I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.

     Now that we are in Paul’s final chapter, I think Paul expects us to keep in mind all of what he has said before so that he can logically conclude his arguments. In fact, the first verse in Philippians 4 belongs at the end of Philippians 3 and connects what he’s been saying very well to Philippians 4.
Philippians 4:1 Therefore, my brothers, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, that is how you should stand firm in the Lord, dear friends!
     How should the Philippians stand firm? They should stand firm “in the Lord.” (Watch for the phrase “in the Lord” and the synonym “in Christ” seven times in Philippians 4.) Paul concludes Philippians 3 by saying that we should stand firm in the Lord instead of in our own righteousness based on the law, and we should stand firm in the Lord as citizens of heaven instead of being swept away by the temptations of the world. Paul’s mind seems to turn automatically from the phrase “stand firm,” to oneness in Christ. Paul used the phrase in Philippians 1:27 when he said to stand firm in one spirit, contending as one man for the faith of the gospel. Our only hope for Christian unity is the fact that we are all in Christ. 

Philippians 4:2 I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to agree with each other in the Lord. 3 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. 

     Remember from Acts 16:13 that it was “women” who Paul first preached to in Philippi and who first believed the good news about Jesus. We all remember Lydia’s name, but Paul mentions two other women by name, Euodia, and Syntyche. At first glance, things look pretty bad for them. How would you like your names to be recorded in the Bible for all time as an example of two people who couldn’t get along? But when we look closer we see that Paul has some good things to say about these ladies.
      Paul says that they “contended at his side in the cause of the gospel”, he calls them “fellow workers”, and even says that their “names are written in the book of life”! Their names aren’t just recorded in Philippians, but in heaven and in heaven they will be remembered with Jesus’ righteousness. They were not part of the group who treated Jesus as the throw away part of religion and wanted instead to return to law keeping for salvation. They were not part of the group who religiously followed their own pleasures and choose to stay citizens of the world rather than becoming citizens of heaven by faith in Christ. They are included in the group whose names are written in the book of life! That’s the citizenship roster of heaven! If we are trusting in Christ as our righteousness as Paul said he was in Philippians 3:9, then we too are citizens of heaven and Paul’s exhortations to Euodia and Syntyche in the following verses apply to us too as conduct fitting in God’s kingdom. We shouldn’t think of ourselves as better than Euodia and Syntyche. Paul could just as easily be giving us this advice on how to agree. How should these women agree? They should agree “in the Lord.”

     I’d like you to notice the team work aspects of Paul’s descriptions in this paragraph. Paul is about to give us advice about how to work together as a team of “fellow workers” in a common “cause”. His use of the word “yokefellow” even suggests that we are linked together like oxen pulling the same cart. Paul’s command to “agree with each other in the Lord” reminds me of Philippians 2:2 which says then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. It would be pretty hard for two cows or horses connected to the same yoke to get anything done if they were pulling in opposite directions. Paul said in Philippians 1:5 that the Philippians were his “partners in the gospel”. When disagreements of various kinds threaten our ability to work together, the goal of sharing the gospel is what’s in danger. And it’s up to all of us, but especially leaders like “Clement”, to help our brothers and sister in Christ to get along in the Lord for the sake of the gospel.
Philippians 4:4 Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! 5 Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. 6 Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 7 And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

     How should we rejoice? We should rejoice in the Lord. The Philippians were told to stand firm in the Lord, agree in the Lord, and now Paul says to rejoice in the Lord. Could focusing on how good it is to be in the Lord, be the secret to agreeing with each other? Paul’s mind turned immediately from “the book of life” to “rejoicing”. Jesus was the first one to associate rejoicing with “the book of life” in Luke 10:20. He said, However, do not rejoice that the spirits submit to you, but rejoice that your names are written in heaven. Jesus used the same word “rejoice” to compare and contrast the disciples’ excitement. We tend to rejoice too much over the wrong things. The disciples were getting excited about all the power they had from God to do miracles and Jesus told them instead to get excited about the fact that they were citizens of heaven. Paul is reminding the Philippians of the same truth. Our salvation in the Lord Jesus must be our source of joy. I don’t think Paul is differentiating between joy and happiness; both are based on facts. But Paul is reminding us of the greater facts. We are not just told to rejoice in general, or be happy because it’s better for us. We are told to remember that Jesus is our source of happiness and our place in him as citizens of heaven is greater than our present circumstances!
     Paul addressed two specific problems in chapter 3, and this quarrel between Euodia and Syntyche is a new problem. However, Paul has the same solution, rejoice in the Lord! The temptation to move on beyond Jesus to legalism could be solved by recognizing Jesus as the greatest gain. The temptation to desire worldly pleasure more than Jesus could be solved by remembering that our coming heavenly pleasure in Christ will be better than anything the world has to offer. So too the temptation to quarrel with fellow Christians can be solved by realizing that sharing Jesus is such good news that we dare not get distracted from our goal of sharing it!

     Paul’s command to demonstrate “gentleness” or act in a gracious, reasonable, fitting way makes sense in connection with his thoughts about behaving as a team. Rejoicing in the Lord enables teamwork in the gospel. Our right behavior in light of rejoicing in the Lord should be visible to all as a witness of the value of Christ. And the Lord is not far away but near. Helping us, by guarding our hearts and giving us God’s peace.
     Paul’s command to “not be anxious” is another example of stating the command to rejoice in the negative form as he did in Philippians 2:14 Do everything without complaining or arguing. Neither of these commands tell us not to have feelings, but rather they tell us what we should do with our feelings. Paul still had other emotions while he was rejoicing in the Lord. An example is found in the explanation for why Paul was sending Epaphroditus back to Philippi in Philippians 2:27-29 Indeed he was ill, and almost died. But God had mercy on him, and not on him only but also on me, to spare me sorrow upon sorrow. 28 Therefore I am all the more eager to send him, so that when you see him again you may be glad and I may have less anxiety.
     Paul had anxiety! So what do we do when we have anxiety? Paul says we should take our anxiety to God. How should we take it? Paul uses four words. First, we take our anxiety to God “by prayer” which is descriptive of all our conversations with God and should include praising as well as asking. Second, we take our anxiety to God “by petition”, acknowledging our need and God’s position as the powerful ruler of the universe who is able to help us. Third, we take our anxiety to God “with thanksgiving” for his past help and for including us in Christ. Fourth, we take our anxiety to God “by presenting requests” for the specific things we need. Jesus said not to worry in Matthew 6:25 and 33 Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? ... But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Paul says the same thing; we start with anxiety about real needs and purposefully transfer our anxiety into God’s capable hands while continuing to rejoice at how good it is to be in the Lord.

     Paul described himself in 2 Corinthians 6:10 as “sorrowful, yet always rejoicing”. This is another example of having two emotions at the same time. But, the emotion based on greater facts should win out every time. Let me give you an example from the kitchen about how you can feel two things at the same time and fight one impulse for the greater good. When you pick up a hot casserole dish to take it to the table, the longer you hold it, the more your nerves send the message to your fingers to drop it. But meanwhile your brain sends the message to your fingers to hang on to the dish because if you drop it, it will fall on the floor and dinner will be ruined. Your brain has this argument all the way to the table. And if you make it to the table, you rejoice that the right impulse won. It was worth the momentary discomfort for the sake of the greater good of dinner. In the same way, even as bad things happen to us on earth, we are happy and rejoice in the good things we know we have in Jesus. And in the midst of struggles, because of the good things we have in Christ God gives us a “peace that transcends all understanding”. This peace won’t make sense to other people. It “transcends” or goes over their heads. We can rejoice in the Lord even in bad situations because we trust that we still have something better waiting for us in the end.
Philippians 4:8 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. 9 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. 

     This passage is often correctly applied to people struggling with mental sin issues and heart issues. Whether we are struggling with coveting, or lust, or hatred, or greed, or rebellion, or worry; the secret is not just to get those things out of our minds, but to replace them. So, what is Paul telling us to replace them with?
     Last month, I was the guest speaker at a three night teen outreach event at my parent’s church in Maricopa, Arizona where the theme was taken from Philippians 4:8. As I prepared to speak on this verse, I was struck by how this section of Philippians demonstrates how important it is to let scripture interpret scripture. Can we choose our own definition for things which are considered to be true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent, and praiseworthy? Is Paul saying that I should “think about some of my favorite things, and then I won’t feel so bad?” Do we just need to spend more time thinking about whatever things we like best? What if the problem is that we have grown to love our sin? Paul prayed in Philippians 1:9-11 And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, 10 so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, 11 filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God. Paul wants us to have a correct definition of “best”. Where does our ability to correctly “discern what is best” come from? It comes from “knowledge and depth of insight.” We will learn to “love” the right things and honor God as we think about and get to know the right things. If we asked Paul, how he defined true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent, and praiseworthy, in Philippians, how would he answer? We’ve just been through Philippians and should be able to answer the question of what Paul was excited about. Paul is telling us to meditate on the things he has been rejoicing over in this whole book, namely the gospel of Christ. All of the things Paul prized most were directly connected to Christ and his work for people and in people. Paul’s definition of “whatever” to think about refers to the gospel.

     This was the message that Paul had taught, and given, and told, the Philippians but Paul reminded the Philippians that they had seen this lesson put into practice by him too! Paul set them the example of how to deal with anxiety. He was in jail facing death yet he was rejoicing in the Lord. In verse Philippians 4:7 Paul said that the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. And now in Philippians 4:9 Paul says that the God of peace will be with you. Peace comes from God since he is the God of peace. Our book study this summer has been on the book “Peace Child” by Don Richardson. We saw how God gave his peace as an evangelism tool to Don. The Sawi had a desire for peace and Don used the analogy of God making peace with mankind by giving us his own Son Jesus Christ in a similar way to how the Sawi made peace with each other by giving one of their own children to a nearby tribe. Not only did God use that type of peace as a witnessing tool, but the Sawi people observed Don’s miraculous inner peace in a hard time when his whole family almost drowned in the river. The Sawi seeing this peace in Don was one of the main reasons they gave for being willing to trust in Christ. Don’t peace demonstrated to them that God could be trusted as “the God of peace”. Paul is appealing to his own example in much the same way.
Philippians 4:10 I rejoice greatly in the Lord that at last you have renewed your concern for me. Indeed, you have been concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it. 11 I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. 12 I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. 13 I can do everything through him who gives me strength. 

    The most commonly quoted verses from Philippians are probably here in the final chapter, namely Philippians 4:4, 4:6, 4:8, and 4:13. My mom reminded me while we were in Arizona last month that Philippians 4:13 was the first verse I ever memorized as a three year old, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” I’m not sure what version that is. I think it’s a paraphrase of the King James Version that my parents made especially for me. So, do the “all things” which Christ enables us to do, include being “faster than a speeding bullet, more powerful than a locomotive, and able to leap tall buildings in a single bound”? No, Paul is talking about rejoicing in the Lord again. We can be happy in any situation not because we are excited about being hungry, or hurting, or sad. Those things are bad and Paul acknowledges that. But, we can be happy about the miracle of Jesus dying in our place and giving us his righteousness. We rejoice that our names are written in the book of life. We turn individual problems over to God with thanksgiving. And our lack of complaining and arguing is a witness to how good the good news about Jesus really is, to a world that has riches, food, and comfort, but is not content. Paul’s example of rejoicing in the Lord in the midst of bad situations is an incredible witness to the gospel and it’s a big part of the example which Paul invites us to follow. By rejoicing in the Lord (or about Jesus) even in hard times, we demonstrate to the world that trusting in Jesus is more valuable than anything else!
Philippians 4:14 Yet it was good of you to share in my troubles. 15 Moreover, as you Philippians know, in the early days of your acquaintance with the gospel, when I set out from Macedonia, not one church shared with me in the matter of giving and receiving, except you only; 16 for even when I was in Thessalonica, you sent me aid again and again when I was in need. 17 Not that I am looking for a gift, but I am looking for what may be credited to your account. 18 I have received full payment and even more; I am amply supplied, now that I have received from Epaphroditus the gifts you sent. They are a fragrant offering, an acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to God. 19 And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus. 

     Along with Paul, I’d like to publicly thank those of you who have helped us financially get to Ecuador. Thanks for being our partners in the gospel.

     There are a lot of banking terms in this paragraph. The Philippians were sharing their financial goods with Paul for the sake of the gospel as participants on the same team with the same goal of sharing Christ. Philippians is arguably a thank you letter with footnotes. In addition to the banking terms, Paul used sacrificial offering terms. The Philippians gifts to Paul were actually gifts to God. Paul isn’t begging but commending the Philippians gift to God. Paul expresses confidence that God is willing and able to take care of his people. What’s his evidence? He gave us Jesus! That’s the greatest gift of all. Paul is not preaching that if you give to Jesus you’ll get rich. Where are God’s glorious riches? God’s riches are in Christ Jesus. He’s preaching that if you have Jesus you are already rich. And even if we lose our lives, we don’t lose the riches we have in Jesus. This echoes Jesus’ words in Luke 12:33 Sell your possessions and give to the poor. Provide purses for yourselves that will not wear out, a treasure in heaven that will not be exhausted, where no thief comes near and no moth destroys. The Bible does not encourage us to throw our money or our lives away, but to invest them wisely where we will get the greatest return. Paul said that Jesus is the greatest gain! God is honored when we make choices in our lives to treat Jesus the way that Paul treated him. 
Philippians 4:20-23 To our God and Father be glory for ever and ever. Amen. 

     21 Greet all the saints in Christ Jesus. The brothers who are with me send greetings. 22 All the saints send you greetings, especially those who belong to Caesar’s household. 

     23 The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit. Amen.
     Paul gives one final reminder that we are saints. How are we saints? We are saints because we are in Christ Jesus. Our righteousness is his not our own. God is honored when we acknowledge our need for Jesus, even after we have received Christ. Paul brings up members of Caesar’s household who probably came to faith the same way the Philippians did, by hearing Paul preach from prison and seeing him live for Jesus. This is encouragement for us to live for Jesus where we are.
God,

   We worship you for all you have given us in Christ Jesus. We acknowledge that you, Jesus, are in the highest place where you deserve to be and have all power to answer our prayers. Thank you for giving us your life and your righteousness at the cross. We rejoice in who you are to us and what you have done for us. Thank you for Paul and letting us eavesdrop on his letter to the Philippians. Help us to put what we have learned it into practice. We ask that you would help us to agree with each other for your sake and help us to keep the goal of sharing you at the front of our minds. Please help us to think about you and to accept your definition of what is best. We have seen that these things are what you want for us and so we ask for them trusting in your name, Jesus.
Amen.
