8 part Sermon Series:   “To Live is Christ!”  (The Book of Philippians)
10/19/08 #7 Sermon:  “The God of Peace Will Be With You!”

(Text:  Philippians 4:1-9)
************************************************************************

     Is it ever possible for us to have peace in this life?  We have to struggle with tension, anxiety and stress at home, work and school.  The economy is a mess.  The war against terrorism continues.  On top of that, many of us end up facing unexpected and unwanted trials and losses in life.  Can we ever have peace?

     At the end of today’s reading Paul writes:  “…the God of peace will be with you.”  I’m here today to assure you that you can have peace – a peace that passes all human understanding.
With that said, let’s examine today’s reading and rejoice in the peace that God wants to give us.

      Today’s reading begins with these words:  “Therefore, my brothers, you whom I love and long for, my joy and my crown, that is how you should stand firm in the Lord, dear friends.”  What do these words mean for us?

      Paul says “that is how you should stand firm in the Lord,…”  What is Paul talking about?  Paul is talking about the Good News he gave us in the previous chapter – the Good News that is the foundation on which we stand firm.  So, what is the Good News that Paul gave us?  I’ll sum it up in 2 points.      
      First, in Philippians chapter 3 Paul stresses that we can stand firm in the forgiveness and righteousness that we have NOW.  Simply put, we trust God’s Word which says that we are completely forgiven and totally righteous before God because of Jesus and all that He has done for us.  
      Jesus’ death on the cross in our place of damnation cancels the many sins we could never pay for by anything we could ever do or suffer.  In addition, Christ’s perfect life is the righteousness that God gives us so that can be holy and pure in His sight.  As we struggle with sin and temptation we can stand firm on the forgiveness and righteousness that we have NOW as we repent and trust in Jesus.
     Second, at the end of Philippians chapter 3 Paul tells us that we can stand firm because of the hope we have in the FUTURE.  Even though we must face suffering and eventually death in this life, we have a future hope that is secure in Christ.  Listen to what Paul writes:  “…our citizenship is in heaven.  And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like His glorious body.”
     Did you hear that wonderful promise?  We can stand firm in the midst of suffering, persecution and death because we know that our FUTURE is secure in Jesus.  We don’t know what the future holds, but we know Who holds the future.  God is holding our future in His hands!
     So, that is how we stand firm in the Lord.  We live for Christ by standing firm in the forgiveness and righteousness we have NOW.  We live for Christ by standing firm in the certain hope we have in the FUTURE.  As we say at the end of the Nicene Creed:  “I acknowledge one Baptism for the remission of sins, and I look for the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come.”
     With that understood, Paul goes on to give the Philippians some loving instruction that also applies to us.  Simply put, Paul is aware that there are two women in the Philippian congregation who need to be reconciled and forgive each other.  We don’t know the details, but we do know that these women are holding some sort of grudge against each other.

     But such behavior among Christians is in conflict with fact that we have been reconciled to God through Jesus.  The peace we have with God through Jesus also results in us having peace with fellow Christians.

     Therefore, Paul pleads with Euodia and Syntyche to agree with each other in the Lord.  Simply put, they are to set aside their own petty gripes and personal agendas.  They are to humble themselves before each other, and then forgive each other as God has already forgiven them.  They are to break down the barrier separating them from each other by rejoicing in the unity they have in Jesus and working together to honor Him with their lives.
     Paul feels so strongly about this that he asks other members of the Philippian congregation to help make this reconciliation possible.  We should do this because our names are in the book of life.  We have been saved from eternal hell by Jesus, and that means we are brothers and sisters in Him.  
     You see, God doesn’t want His Church to be a dysfunctional family.  The key to healing and unity in any relationship is that we must learn to humble ourselves before each other and forgive each other as the Lord has forgiven us.  God wants us Christians to love one another and support each other – especially since we live in a world where some unbelievers may hate us.
     After this, Paul then goes on to say:  “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again:  Rejoice!”  Now, let’s face it, if various trials and challenges have sapped all the joy out of your life it can be pretty hard to hear these words from Paul.  How can we rejoice when every day is filled with stress and anxiety?
     Well, remember that Paul was not writing these words from some ivory tower as though he were sheltered from the pain of real life. No!  Paul was under house arrest in Rome.  He was facing possible execution.  Previous to this Paul had endured horrible suffering and persecution simply because he was living for Christ. Nevertheless, this same Paul tells us to rejoice in the Lord. 
     What we need to understand is that Paul is NOT saying that we should pretend to be happy when our life is filled with pain.  When Paul says “rejoice” he is not talking about some superficial emotion based on positive circumstances.  Instead, Paul is talking about the inner peace that we can have in the midst of our pain because of Jesus and all he has done for us.

     So, are you burdened with guilt because of sins in your life? Rejoice!  Jesus forgives you.  Are you ignored or mocked because you strive to live for Christ?  Rejoice!  Jesus loves you and will one day say to you:  “Well done, faithful servant!”
     Are you overwhelmed by financial worries or problems at work or an unstable relationship or ill health or a multitude of other things that can give us a ton of anxiety in this life?  Rejoice!  You can go to the Lord in prayer and give all those things to Him and know that He will care for you as He sees best.

     Paul says that we should not be anxious about anything.  Please understand.  He does NOT mean that we will never experience anxiety in this world.  Instead, Paul is saying that God doesn’t want us to be overwhelmed by anxiety as though we’re all alone in this world and have no hope.  
     Instead, we are to go to the Lord in prayer with our specific needs and then know that He will care for us according to His good and gracious will.  This doesn’t mean we’ll get what we WANT, but that God will give us what we NEED.  That’s why Jesus teaches us to pray:  “Thy will be done.”
     Paul also says that the Lord is near.  Jesus said:  “I will be with you always to the very end of the age.”  God is carrying you through this life – and that is true even though you can’t see Him or feel Him holding you in His arms.  God loves you, and the proof is that He hung on a cross for you so that you could be His beloved child for all eternity.

     Paul then writes:  “And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.”  Did you hear that?  God’s peace will guard your hearts and minds from the evil anxiety that the devil wants to use to drive you into a pit of despair.  

     So, go to the Lord in prayer and receive His peace – the peace that this sinful world can’t understand.  God gives you the peace of knowing that you are forgiven, that you are loved, and that the Lord is near – and that all this is true in spite of what you see or feel.  God will never leave you or forsake you.  Not even death can separate you from His love.
     Finally, our reading ends with Paul reminding us that our thinking affects the way that we live.  The devil wants to fill our minds with spiritual poison that keeps us from receiving the peace of God.  The devil wants us to think about sinful things that will lead us into sinful ways of living that are opposed to God’s loving plan for our lives.

     Therefore, Paul tells us to think about GOOD things.  Paul writes:  “…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.”  So, how do we know what these good things are?  Meditate on God’s Word.  Read through Luther’s Small Catechism or other sound Christian literature – like the Good News magazines we have available for you.  Christ’s Teaching will give you the ability to discern between what is good and what is evil.

     You see, we need to guard ourselves against evil things that the devil wants to put in our heads.  We need to be discerning about the things we read; the music we listen to; what we watch on TV; what we see on the internet; what we talk about with other people.  God wants us to think about good things because then we will begin to live in a way that will give us peace.

     In fact, Paul tells the Philippians to follow his example.  Paul is not being arrogant here.  He is simply being a good leader.  Paul lived for Christ and he wants us to follow his example.  Paul confessed his sins and trusted in Jesus alone for mercy.  Paul focused on the eternal hope he had in Jesus.  Paul meditated on God’s Word and he conformed his life to God’s will.  Paul brought all his anxieties to the Lord in prayer.  

    We Christians can also be examples for one another.  As we live for Christ, we can encourage one another.  And as we strive to live for Christ, we have this promise:  “…the God of peace will be with you.”  
    In fact, today Jesus gives us His own Body and Blood in this Holy Meal.  You can come to the Lord’s Table with all your sins and anxieties and know that the Lord is near – and that He will be with you always.  When you leave today, remember the Lord’s promise:  “…the God of peace will be with you.”  
Amen!

