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Philippians 4 / 2002 November

MAY THE PEACE OF GOD GUARD YOU

Philippians 4:1-23

Key Verse: 4:7

“And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, 

will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”

Do you believe in the book of life, the second coming of the Lord, or the heavenly account? If you do, you need to explain what you mean by those out-of-this-world things. We need to answer these questions if we want to learn the reason of Paul’s exhortations and thanksgiving given in this chapter. Otherwise we will stop at the frustration of the experience of an empirical mind in reading this chapter. As is obvious to anybody the teachings in this chapter are simple and self-explanatory. Paul encourages his people to agree with each other, to be gentle, to think of noble and holy things and to practice gospel faith in daily life. He thanks them for their gift because that pleases God. What else is there? 

Only when the notion or the notions on which this chapter is written is real can we learn the secret and the mystery of the godliness that empowers a person to behave as Paul says to do or as he himself did. We know Paul didn’t see or experience the book of life or the second coming. How could he speak of those things as if he knows those things with first hand knowledge? Some might quote Paul’s extraordinary experiences, such as encountering the risen Lord or the out of this body experience, which is mentioned somewhere else. But Paul’s confidence in those things or his reasoning with those things were all based on the gospel itself. The gospel-based perspective is particularly emphasized in Philippians. He even once said somewhere else that he resolved to know nothing except Jesus Christ and him crucified. If a person believes in Jesus Christ who himself was crucified that certainly is a very strange faith. But if that ever happens that is the proof that that happens by the Spirit (1 Co 2:2-3). May God speak to his own.

I.  Stand firm in the Lord (4:1-3)

Paul says in 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!” This verse might actually be the conclusion of the previous chapters. But it can also be considered as a summary of chapter 4. Either way we see the point of what Paul is saying to the Christians in Philippi. He is saying to stand firm in the Lord. 

What does he mean to stand firm in the Lord? Paul explained the attitude as to count oneself dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus, the attitude of wholehearted acceptance of the gospel truth regarding our existence (Ro 6:11). In 1:27 he describes it as conducting oneself “in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ” in the time of uncertainty and in the time of unpredictable danger. In 2:16 he describes the attitude as to “hold out the word of life” in the midst of people who do not do right or act properly. In the example of Timothy he describes it as looking out for “a genuine interest” in the co-workers’ welfare, as looking out for the interest “of Jesus Christ” (2:20-21). In the example of Epaphoriditus (2:30) and of himself (2:17) he describes it as physical death for the sake of the gospel. 

Examining all his teachings raises a question of what the justification of all those radical teachings is. We have a question of why they should not avoid suffering. He means to take root in the gospel. Once a person takes root in the gospel he becomes like a tree planted by streams of water. He does not “walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers” of God. “But his delight is in the law of the Lord and on his law he meditates day and night” (Ps 1:1-2). As time goes by, and so the challenges, he becomes stronger and grows taller and bigger that much. Paul is not shy about the possibility that a believer might be killed in the course of a life holding on to the gospel. He isn’t because he is not ashamed of the gospel of Jesus Christ the crucified.

I suppose that some people might feel the expression in 4:1 is too flattering, almost greasy. Paul calls the Christians in Philippi his brothers, whom he loves and longs for, his joy and crown, and as if those words are not enough, he ended by calling them dear friends, that is, in our translation, with an exclamation point. Perhaps Paul still is not satisfied. Why the extravagant expression? Why such an unrestrained feeling? Isn’t it true that modesty is counted as a virtue of Christian attitude? Was Paul a manic-depressive? He was so mad at the circumcisers and now is uncontrollable loving them, probably including those who caused trouble in the church. I believe he saw Christ’s glory in each of them. Though he used the word “my” he is not talking about himself. He rejoices in the Lord who has revealed his glory in the birth and formation of each Christian in Philippi. Paul was privileged to know each person.

Such an understanding of 4:1 provides us the insight of why Paul pleads with Euodia and Syntyche, the two women who were confronting like two cats hissing at each other. Instead of rebuking the two women he pleads with each person with the utmost respect. He even asked a person named “loyal yokefellow” to help them. He says, “I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to agree with each other in the Lord. 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.” Paul was not so much in the matter of agreement as much he was in the recognition of the record of their contention in the cause of the gospel. What if the two women do not agree with each other, some may ask. Probably they have to answer to God what their self-righteousness was about. They have to answer if they do not mind being scrapped from the book of life. Actually they don’t have a right to be self-righteous or be bold before God in such foolishness. They were out of their minds. Only by the grace of God they were, and Paul didn’t have any right to interfere with the Lord’s business with them. Paul teaches us in his advice and in his attitude how the believer’s relationship to the Lord should make a difference in the relationship to others. We learn from Paul that when we stand firm in the Lord there is co-working.

II.  Present your request to God (4:4-9)

In 4:4 we meet the familiar teaching in Philippians. He says, “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!” As we meditate on 4:4 we can say that Paul encourages his friends to dwell in the Lord always. We may say so because of his teaching in 4:1. In the next verse we find that to rejoice in the Lord is synonymous with being gentle to all. We have an impression that being gentle means being modest. But here Paul is saying to promote gentleness. He urges his friends to make their gentleness be evident to all people around them, maybe even to the whole world. He means business. Why does Paul emphasize the importance to rejoice in the Lord here again? Why is it imperative that a Christian rejoices? Why the business to advertise gentleness? Paul answers them and us in 4:5b: “The Lord is near.” 

What is gentleness? Paul uses this word to describe Christ’s attitude in 2 Corinthians 10:1. There he combines the gentleness of Christ with his meekness. According to a dictionary the word means “yielding of a judge, who, instead of demanding the exact penalty required by strict justice, gives way to circumstances which call for mercy. Thus the concession of a legal right may avoid the perpetration of a moral wrong” (The New Bible Dictionary p. 462). The gentleness of God toward his people Israel makes him great in our eyes (2Sa 22:36; Ps 43:35). The word expresses the typical condescension of God, who refuses the full demands of the law to lift up those who would otherwise be crushed under its condemnation. The creation of the cities of refuge in the Old Testament days, most of all, the death of Christ Jesus the Son of God for us when we were still sinners, when we were his enemies, for us who are still weak, expresses the word “gentleness.” Gentleness is the hallmark, therefore, of the one born in Christ. If anyone doesn’t have the mark that means that person is not a genuine product of Christ.

When we make our gentleness be evident to all we mean to promote the gospel of Jesus Christ. But the truth is that it is not easy to be gentle to all, though we be may to our children or to a wife. Perhaps it was true to the Philippians, too, that there happen many things in our lives which make us not rejoice, not able to be gentle to others. What makes us lose the hallmark of a Christian? Obviously to anyone it is our own life, the burden to continue it. The flip side of the truth is, though, it is because we are given life that we are burdened with it. The dead are not rude. He is gentle to all. We are not gentle, sometimes, actually most times, because we want to live. In the case of the two women, they were not gentle to each other because they wanted to do the gospel work rightly. Here we can see that something has gone wrong. What went wrong? According to Paul, they forgot that the Lord is near. That is the reason of our roughness, rudeness, harshness, vulgarity and indifference, too. Some may ask how we know that the Lord is near? Others may ask what it means that the Lord is near? The Bible says the word is near you. According to Philippians the gospel is written in your own life. You are the sign that the Lord is near. He is right with you. Let’s read verses 4-5 again. “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near.”

Still some may ask: How can I deal with my unavoidable tendency to be anxious? It’s my psychological reality. I guess Paul expected the same question. So he answers that in verses 6 and 7. “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” What? We can concede to the teaching to pray. But it is not easy to swallow the teaching to pray if all we can expect from prayer is a peaceful mind. I rather like Jesus’ teaching to ask for anything in his name that it would be given them. Is Paul teaching his people to learn to rule their minds by prayer? I have seen many people who give in to that way of prayer. To me they look more like Buddhist monks than Christians. 

The word “transcends” gives us a clue to learn Paul’s teaching about prayer. He is saying God is transcending reality, and the gospel is the door to enter into it. As we think of the gospel, and the whole Bible in light of it, we can immediately see that the gospel teaching is transcending our understanding. As I said in the previous messages the prophets in ancient Israel were the people who caught sight of the transcending reality of God. According to Hebrews 11:13 and 39-40, they just saw that reality from a distance, but we have seen the reality in the gospel record, in the witness of the numerous believers of Christ Jesus. Is God anxious about anything? Will he fail in any way? Will anything thwart his effort of the long, many years since the creation of the world, the effort of sacrificing himself and his Son? Never. The Bible says in front of him was something like the sea of emerald or of sapphire and his throne was exalted high in thunder and lightning. He is coming! He is coming in fire and lightning! The heaven will be rolled away like an old carpet, and the new earth will come down from God like a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. Let those who stick to this misery dwell there. Let those who are invited to walk with the Lord defying all things be encouraged. They will be given thanksgiving, everlasting joy. They will walk in gentleness and meekness with their Lord. No one, not even their own family members, would know the secret of their joy in the Lord. The peace of God, or the God of peace, is used here and in Hebrews exclusively. It may require lengthy study to explain what those terms mean. But we may take them simply this time. Paul means that the one who believes in the gospel of Jesus Christ is seeing the God of peace, or the peace of God.

In 4:8-9 Paul admonishes the brothers in Philippi to do more than pray so that they could be with the God of peace. He encourages them to think about excellent or praiseworthy things. “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. 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.” Paul is saying that a person’s inner thought life is crucial to have the peace of God. Some scholars think that Paul borrowed this concept from the Stoics. We may learn from his word “whatever” that we should learn from those in the world, I mean even the non-Christians, who show noble things, purity, lovely things, or admirable things. The theologian Karl Barthe was an expert of Mozart. So was Herman Hesse, the German writer of the last century. We may take note that Paul is speaking of the gospel teaching of himself alongside with the list of noble things in verse 8 as if they are similar. We learn from him that we should learn the spirit of the fundamentalists, but shouldn’t be closed mind. Many excellent students, many excellent musicians or outstanding scholars may come and become Jesus’ disciples. Only let’s not be like the narrow-minded rednecks in the Bible belt. We should learn and read widely, though we may not lose the focus on the gospel.

III.  The heavenly account (4:10-23)

In the final verses of Philippians Paul expresses his gratitude to the Philippians at length. What confuses us is his attitude. On one hand he seems deeply grateful for the gift. Then in the next line he doesn’t actually need the gift. Another confusing thing is that he seems to be making their gift to him as the offering to God. He appears similar to the many cult leaders of our times. 

In the first place we should learn that Paul was very happy with their gifts. He says in 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.” Some people think Paul has been unhappy because of the procrastination of the Philippians. They think so because of his remark in the last part of verse 10. But when we read up to the end we find that such a suspicion is wrong. Paul was happy with their gifts because that was the sign of God working in their midst to complete the good work of revealing God through them continually. When they delayed to chip in their support he was concerned because he wasn’t seeing God’s hand in them. We shouldn’t belittle the apostle of our Lord Jesus. If we do we only reveal the truth of ourselves. That seemingly insignificant perspective of seeing a servant of God from the view of our own human experiences has the potential to destroy the church and damage the gospel work, if it could. In the past we have thought of even Christ from a human perspective. But we shouldn’t do that anymore. Of course, we should watch out that we may not become contemporary agnostics or mystics of the medieval times, too. How we can walk through the narrow path is well instructed in the following verses.

As we read through verse 20 we notice that Paul does not consider himself as his own, nor their friendship with him as his own. “I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. 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. I can do everything through him who gives me strength.” If he was not discouraged in time of poverty it was by the strength of the gospel that guarded his mind and heart. If he did not fall in time of plenty it was because of the protection and warning of the gospel in his heart and mind. If he was exhausted and yet continued his service it was by the Spirit that came upon him through the reminder of the gospel in his heart and mind. It was, therefore, no more he who lived. It was Christ who lived and worked in him. Somewhere else he said he worked harder than anyone, yet it was not he but the grace of God that was with him. Many people take the words of Paul in verse 13 to encourage themselves, and to become strong. That approach of self-help is a bit off. It is better to recognize that the Lord gives us strength. The first person maybe would learn to become content. The second would learn to be in the Lord in all circumstances.

If Paul learned to be content, and if he is no more his own, why was Paul glad that the Philippians had renewed their concern for him? He says in verse 14-16. “Yet it was good of you to share in my troubles. 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; for even when I was in Thessalonica, you sent me aid again and again when I was in need.” He seems almost nostalgic. He sounds like the contemporary church administrators who favor the big donors.

That kind of suspicion is answered in his word in verses 17-20. “Not that I am looking for a gift, but I am looking for what may be credited to your account. 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. And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus. To our God and Father be glory for ever and ever. Amen.” He was glad because he realized that their support of him might be accepted by God as recognition of his grace. As I mentioned in the introduction Paul had never seen a heavenly accounting book. But he remembered that he was a servant by the grace of Jesus Christ, and they were by the same grace. He realized that if they supported him they did so because they were conscious of the Lord Jesus and his grace that happened through Paul.

We also learn from Paul how we can be grateful. The interesting truth of gratitude is that there is an element of bitterness. When you help someone in material things or through the Bible study there is planted in the person remorse at the same time. Someday the helped one comes back in vengeance, though some do it in mild manner, others do severely. I guess that is the sign of our sinfulness for we do that to God. How can we be rid of the bitterness built in our nature and be grateful for what we should be grateful about? I mean how can we become a normal human being? We may learn the secret from Paul in verses 18-19. He said in verse 18a, “I have received full payment and even more.” He means the gift through Epaphroditus was the seal of his conviction that the creation of the Philippian Christians was God’s work through the gospel of Jesus Christ. He was grateful because now he was confirmed that God is real, very real. He said in verse 19, “And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.” He knew that they would be in need because they sent away their need to help Paul. Such is the reason why receiving is burdensome, and why by receiving we begin to hate the one who gives. But Paul knew that his God who is real would pay them back. He knew God would give them even more than they gave. To God our Father belongs glory forever and ever, indeed. What does he mean by saying “Amen” here? Paul means, “so be” their giving spirit. He means God’s will be done in good means and in good results for his servants in Philippi. 

We have learned in our lives it is hard for human beings to be content in good circumstances as well as in bad. We learn from Paul that contentment is in the Lord only, not in having or in being rid of burdens. Do you know what happens to a person who learns to be content in the Lord? He will be a shepherd of kings. More than that, he will be the ambassador of the grace of the Lord Jesus. Considering his personal circumstances, the small community of the Christians in the proud city of Philippi, the world situations of the times, we are more than amazed with the peaceful and warm words in the parting greetings of Paul. He has become like Christ. Rather we should say we see Christ in Paul. We can hardly distinguish them, though they are two. May the words in verses 21-23 be your parting words. May the Lord create in us “Amen” ambassadors for Harvard students, for the leaders in our times. Let’s read the closing verses of 21-23. “Greet all the saints in Christ Jesus. The brothers who are with me send greetings. All the saints send you greetings, especially those who belong to Caesar’s household. The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit. Amen.”
