Rejoice in the Lord
Philippians 4:4-9

October 12, 2008


“Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.”  Those words, full of uplifted spiritual celebration and gratitude, express what you and I feel when something wonderful happens in our lives.  A wedding, a baby’s birth, a medical report full of good news, a new job, a pledge drive filled with faithful generosity:  “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.”  But get this:  those words weren’t written in the context of happy happiness.  They were written in the context of great turmoil and anxiety and stress and bone-chilling fear.


The writer, the Apostle Paul, was himself in prison.  Having refused to stop preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ, he’d been beaten, locked in chains, dragged off and dumped into a dark cell, there to face the likelihood of execution, perhaps by crucifixion.  And the church in Philippi, to whom he was writing, was experiencing equally dire circumstances.  They were suffering the horror of persecution, every member living every minute in dread of that dark in the night pounding on the door, whole families dragged out, beaten, some put to death.  And, we are told, the members of the Philippean church were at odds with each other, quarreling among themselves.
Well, of course they were.  Facing horrendous threat from the outside, it isn’t surprising that friction would erupt inside the church.  
That quarrelsome snippiness is predictable when people are living under great stress.  Isn’t it true that when you’re stressed out, even little things which ordinarily you could just blow off become big deals, last straws, mole hills turned into mountains?
That stress-induced tension and agitation, which engenders impatience and causes tempers to flare, these days you may be feeling some of that yourself and noticing it in people around you.  Of course; these days you and I are living with lots of stress and anxiety and with no little fear.  The encroachment of violent terrorism, the long-lingering battles in Iraq as more storm clouds gather elsewhere, an economic crisis that’s shaking the world and our own personal lives, the contentious roller coaster of a political campaign, to say nothing of the ordinary stresses of human living – these are indeed tough times.
And so, the Apostle Paul’s words can sound pretty off kilter, to say the least.  Rejoice in the Lord always, even in hard times, how can that be possible?  Well, according to the great Apostle, the impossible is possible, the impossibility of joy in the midst of terrible times is possible when you remember, when you remember that the Lord is near you, when you remember that God is right there with you, not a genie who grants wishes only if you know the right words, but the all loving Almighty God right there with you.
Remembering that, remembering that the Creator of the Universe is the One right there with you, remembering that the Good Shepherd is the One right there with you, feeding you, soothing you, sustaining you, especially near to you when times are tough, remembering that, there is indeed cause for profound joy.  But sometimes, especially when times are turbulent, we don’t remember.

The overwhelming stress and anxiety of turbulent times, it’s like a huge monster that grabs us around the throat and squeezes tight and causes our hearts to hammer, our spirits to tumble, our thoughts to become idiotic babbling and toxic quarrels.  Caught in the claws of the stress-anxiety monster, with that monster taking charge of our lives, we forget; we forget the nearness of the feeding, soothing, healing, saving God.  And we forget who we are, the beloved of God, the little lambs so loved by the Shepherd.  And in that forgetfulness, everything seems nothing, only dark and bleak.

But oh the light that shines, and oh the blessed relief that comes, and oh the joy that lifts the human soul to sing when we do remember, when we remember the nearness and breathe in it, breathe in the breathing of God, in the peace of God, in that peace which surpasses all understanding.

Today, let us remember, yet not just today, but tomorrow, too, and into every tomorrow.  In the midst of this time of anxiety and stress and no little fear, let us remember the loving nearness of God.  Let us remember the love light shining the way through every dark valley.  Let us remember that Almighty God in exquisitely tender strength will lead us through the valley’s darkness, right there walking with us hand in hand.  Let us remember, and rejoice in the nearness of God, and breathe in the breathing of God.  Let us breathe in the peace which surpasses all understanding.

Matthew 6: 25-33
25 ‘Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink,* or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? 26Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? 27And can any of you by worrying add a single hour to your span of life?* 28And why do you worry about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin, 29yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not clothed like one of these. 30But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you—you of little faith? 31Therefore do not worry, saying, “What will we eat?” or “What will we drink?” or “What will we wear?” 32For it is the Gentiles who strive for all these things; and indeed your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things. 33But strive first for the kingdom of God* and his* righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 

Psalm 121

1I lift up my eyes to the hills—from where will my help come? 2My help comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth.  3He will not let your foot be moved; he who keeps you will not slumber. 4He who keeps Israel will neither slumber nor sleep.  5The Lord is your keeper; the Lord is your shade at your right hand.  6The sun shall not strike you by day, nor the moon by night.  7The Lord will keep you from all evil; he will keep your life.  8The Lord will keep your going out and your coming in from this time on and for evermore. 

Matthew 7: 7-8

7 ‘Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you. 8For everyone who asks receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. 

Psalm 46

1God is our refuge and strength, a very present* help in trouble. 2Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea; 3though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble with its tumult.  4There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy habitation of the Most High.  5God is in the midst of the city;* it shall not be moved; God will help it when the morning dawns.  6The nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter; he utters his voice, the earth melts.  7The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.  

8Come, behold the works of the Lord;  9He makes wars cease to the end of the earth; he breaks the bow, and shatters the spear; he burns the shields with fire.  10‘Be still, and know that I am God!  I am exalted among the nations, I am exalted in the earth.’  11The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.

John 14: 25-27

25 ‘I have said these things to you while I am still with you. 26But the Advocate,* the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have said to you. 27Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid. 

Psalm 95

1O come, let us sing to the Lord; let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation!  2Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving; let us make a joyful noise to him with songs of praise!  3For the Lord is a great God, and a great King above all gods.  4In his hand are the depths of the earth; the heights of the mountains are his also. 5The sea is his, for he made it, and the dry land, which his hands have formed.  6O come, let us worship and bow down, let us kneel before the Lord, our Maker!  7For he is our God, and we are the people of his pasture, and the sheep of his hand. 

Philippians 4: 4-9

4 Rejoice* in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.* 5Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

 Finally, beloved,* whatever is true, whatever is honourable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about* these things. 9Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you.
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