8 part Sermon Series:   “To Live is Christ!”  (The Book of Philippians)
10/26/08 #8 Sermon:  “You Can Do Everything Through Christ!”

(Text:  Philippians 4:10-23)
************************************************************************

     Almost 30 years ago, back in the summer of 1979, I was competing in a swimming meet.  I was about to swim the 100 yard butterfly.  I had a chance to win, but it would be close and it would take every ounce of strength I had.
     So, as I stood before the starting block I said a short silent prayer:  “God, I can’t do this by myself.  But if You give me the strength, I know I can win.”  You see, I was thinking of the bible verse from Philippians chapter 4 – the verse we heard moments ago.  Paul writes:  “I can do everything through him who gives me strength.”  

     With that bible verse in mind, I said a prayer – asking God to give me strength to win that race.  After saying that prayer, I got up on the starting block.  A few moments later I was in the water and swimming as fast as I could.  Do you want to know how I did?  I’ll tell you.  I finished in third place.

     What happened?  I did the best I could do.  I even asked God to give me the strength to do what I wanted to do – AND I WANTED TO WIN THE RACE!  Did God let me down?  No.  My problem was that I did not really understand Paul’s point when he wrote these words:  “I can do everything through him who gives me strength.” 
     So, what did Paul mean by those words and how do these words apply to YOU today?  We’ll deal with that later in the sermon.  For now, I would like to examine the context that surrounds these words of Paul.  I’m speaking of our reading for today – Philippians 4:10-23. 
     Today’s reading takes us to the very end of the Book of Philippians on which I’ve been preaching these past 8 weeks.  If you recall, Paul wrote this letter to the Philippians while he was under house arrest in Rome – awaiting trial.  Paul did not know for sure how things would turn out.  He knew it was even possible for him to be executed.  

     Nevertheless, in the face of all this uncertainty, Paul wrote the following words for the Philippian Christians and for us Christians here at Concordia – Paul wrote:  “I eagerly expect and hope that I will in no way be ashamed, but will have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death.  For me to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.”  With that in mind, let’s examine our reading for today.
     Our reading begins with these words of Paul:  “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.”  Paul is here thanking God that the genuine concern that the Philippian Christians always had for Paul finally resulted in concrete support.  

     However, they had not always been in a position to help Paul.  They wanted to help him, but they were not always able to do that.  They were not rich people.  In fact, many of them were very poor.  On top of that, they were often persecuted for their faith in Jesus.

     But this didn’t stop them from finding a way to support Paul’s ministry.  In fact, we know that they had supported Paul on previous occasions.  The first time they supported Paul’s ministry was just after his first visit to Philippi during which several people came to faith in Jesus through Paul’s preaching.

In fact, you can read about this in Acts 16:12-40.  I won’t read that whole text for you now, but allow me to read parts of it and sum up the main events.  

     First, in Acts 16:12-15 we read about Paul and his companions – who included Luke, the author of the Book of Acts.  They came to Philippi for the first time.  On the next Sabbath day they went down to the river because they heard that some local Jews would meet there to pray every Sabbath.  Paul witnessed to them, and a woman named Lydia came to faith in Jesus.  Now listen to what Luke writes about this event:  “The Lord opened [Lydia’s] heart to respond to Paul’s message.  When she and the members of her household were baptized, she invited us to her home.”  My friends, that was the beginning of the Philippian congregation and their support of Paul’s ministry.

     Paul and his companions stayed in Philippi and proclaimed the Gospel there.  However, some unbelievers didn’t like what they were doing, and so Paul and Silas end up being thrown into prison in Philippi.  But listen to what Luke then writes about this:  “About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the other prisoners were listening to them.”

     Did you hear that!  Paul and Silas were now involved in prison ministry!  But the story doesn’t end there!  God causes an earthquake.  All the prisoners’ chains come loose and the all the prison doors open up.  The Roman guard on duty then draws his sword to kill himself.  Why?  Because if the prisoners escaped on his watch he would be executed in a horrible and painful manner.  But before the guard kills himself, Paul yells out:  “Don’t harm yourself!  We are all here!”

     Now I suppose you’re wondering what happens next?  Luke writes:  “The jailer called for lights, rushed in and fell trembling before Paul and Silas.  He then brought them out and asked, ‘Sirs, what must I do to be saved?’”  Apparently this guard had heard Paul praying and singing hymns.  The Spirit had captured this guard’s heart, and now he wanted to know how he could also have the same hope that Paul and Silas had.

     Here’s what they told him:  “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved – you and your household.”  Luke goes on to write:  “Then they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all the others in his house.  At that hour of the night the jailer took them and washed their wounds; then immediately he and his family were baptized.  The jailer brought them into his house and set a meal before them; he was filled with joy because he had come to believe in God – he and his whole family.”

     After this event the Roman officials in Philippi find out that Paul is actually a Roman citizen, and so they release him from prison.  Luke then writes these words:  “After Paul and Silas came out of the prison, they went to Lydia’s house, where they met with the brothers and encouraged them.  Then they left.”
    My friends, this was the humble beginning of the first Christian congregation in Philippi – starting with the household of Lydia and then the household of the Roman prison guard.  After Paul and Silas left, this congregation continued to grow.  How?  Those first few converts shared their faith with others and the Holy Spirit added more believers to their congregation.

    But things were not easy for them.  They weren’t rich people.  And now that they were Christians, they were often persecuted by the non-Christians in Philippi.  Nevertheless, they rejoiced in any opportunity they had to support Paul’s ministry so that more and more people could be saved by the Gospel of Christ.

    This takes us back to today’s reading.  Paul rejoices in the fact that they have been able to help him once again by sending him support while he was in prison in Rome.  They sent these gifts to Paul by sending one of their own members – Epaphroditus. 
As Paul said later on in our reading:  “…I am amply supplied, now that I have received from Epaphroditus the gifts you sent.”
    Paul then says that their gifts are a fragrant offering, an acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to God.  Why does he say this?  He says this because their gifts were given in humble faith and from the joy of their salvation in Christ.  They did not give to get glory for themselves.  They did not give to earn blessings from God.  They gave to the ministry of the Gospel because their hearts were overflowing with the joy and hope that come from the salvation we have in Jesus Christ.  God is pleased with such gifts.
     Paul then writes:  “…my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.”  Now, does this mean that God would bless the Philippians with material prosperity?  No.  You see, even though God did provide for their daily needs, we also know that the members of the Philippian congregation continued to live in poverty and faced persecution from unbelievers.

     Instead, when Paul talks about the “glorious riches in Christ Jesus” he means that no matter what we face in this life we can know that we have the forgiveness of sins, the love of God and the certain hope of the resurrection and eternal life.  No matter what we face in this life, nothing can take these spiritual riches away from us.

     With that in mind, let’s get back to those words of Paul I mentioned at the beginning of this sermon.  Philippians 4:13 reads:  “I can do everything through him who gives me strength.”
So, what does this mean?  

     First, Paul does NOT mean that God will give you the strength to do everything YOU want to do.  You see, sometimes we want things that are not important to God.  In fact, sometimes our goals and priorities are selfish.

     So, what IS Paul teaching us?  Paul is saying that God will give us the strength to do whatever HE wants us to do – and God wants us to live for Christ.  Simply put, Christ will give us the strength to do all that we do to His honor and glory.
     How does Christ do this?  Paul writes:  “…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, whether living in plenty or in want.”
     Simply put, the strength God gives us to do His will flows from the contentment we have from the Gospel – whatever our circumstances may be!  You see, sometimes God might give you prosperity and sometimes He might give you poverty.  But our goal should be to “live for Christ” in either situation.

     For example, if God has blessed you with health and wealth you should remember that these things do not give you contentment.  Instead, you should remember that true contentment comes from knowing that you have salvation in Christ.  This will give you the strength to use your health and wealth to the glory of God and in service to His Kingdom.

     In the same way, if God chooses to bless you with sickness and poverty, you should not despair but remember that you can still be content with the fact that your sins are forgiven, that God loves you, and that you can look forward to the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.  

     In fact, God can use the hard times of our life to give us opportunities to witness to others about the hope we have in Jesus.  Remember what Paul and Silas did when they were in prison in Philippi?  That was a low point in their lives.  They had been beaten, and they were chained up on a cold, damp prison floor.  But they were still content because of the salvation they had in Jesus – and God used that circumstance to bring others to faith in Jesus.

     My friends, we also need the strength of God that flows from the contentment we have in Jesus.  God has blessed us American Christians with much prosperity.  Even during these difficult economic times we are still better off than most people in the world.  We can be thankful for our prosperity, just as Paul was thankful when he received gifts from the Philippian congregation.
     However, Paul understood that such physical blessings could not give him true contentment.  In the same way, we should not put our faith and trust in the things of this world.  Even though we can enjoy God’s gifts, we should not trust in them.  Instead, we trust in the Giver of all good gifts – the ultimate gift being His own Son through whom we are forgiven and have the hope of eternal life.

     My friends, you can do everything that God wants you to do because He will give you strength that flows from the contentment you have in Jesus.  No matter what your lot in life may be – rich or poor; healthy or sick – God will give you strength to live for Christ as you focus on Christ and all He has done for you.  God’s mercy and love in Christ will give you the strength to live for His glory whatever your circumstances may be.

     In closing, please remember that the theme for this 8 part sermon series on Philippians is:  “To live is Christ.”  That’s why Concordia Lutheran Church exists.  We know that Christ is our life.  We’re nothing without Him.  We receive His gifts in this place so that we can be content in His salvation and thereby have the strength to live for Christ in our daily lives.

     In fact, just as God worked through those simple believers in Philippi to bring the Gospel of Christ to others, God will work through us believers here at Concordia to bring the Gospel of Christ to others.  And when “living for Christ” gets hard, remember these words:  “You can do everything through Christ who gives you strength.”  Amen!

