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“FINDING THE JOY - 12”
The Heart of the Matter

Philippians 4:2-9

As we’ve been discovering as we’ve read through this little letter that St Paul wrote to his friends in

Philippi, he was well aware of the realities of life and all the problems that come with that.  We’ve been

looking at it from our own perspective of lockdown and (for many of us) isolation – and all the issues that

accompany that.  Paul was locked down because of his activities preaching the Good News about Jesus:

he was imprisoned in Ephesus, chained to guards and kept away from his friends, his contacts, his

ordinary, everyday life.  If we read through the book of Acts and through his other letters, we see that he

had had to put up with all kinds of troubles, from shipwrecks to stonings, from assassination attempts to

slander and libel.  It’s because of Paul’s identification with our difficulties – and his sense of joy despite

all that – that we’re are reading through this letter at this time.

And Paul clearly knew the reality of life in the Church as well.  The section we’ve heard this morning

begins with another little personal touch as he addresses a particular situation in Philippi that he has been

made aware of.  Two of the women in the congregation there have fallen out – Euodia and Syntyche have

had a disagreement.  “Surely not!” I hear you say: “People falling out in church!”  Well, yes, it does

happen and Paul is very upset by it – he “pleads” with each of them to make it up.  He wants them both

to get on – to get on with each other and heal the rift that has developed between them: and to get on

with the task of sharing the Gospel, which they’ve been working at for a while.  He knows that you

cannot do God’s work effectively if you’re not at peace with your fellow-disciples, so he wants them to

get it sorted – and asks others in the church there to help them make it up.  They’re both saved – their

“names are in the book of life” – but they’re certainly not making the most of it by their behaviour and

Paul wants them to get it sorted.  No need really for any more explanation there, is there?  If you’ve fallen

out with someone, get on and do something about it.

And then, of course, Paul is back to rejoicing.  V4 is the heart of this letter, the subtitle to the whole thing:

“Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!”  Or, as Eugene Peterson’s version, The

Message, has it: “Celebrate God all day, every day. I mean, revel in him!”  We’ve noticed this theme of

rejoicing that threads through this whole letter.  Despite the situation Paul is in, he wants people to

rejoice, to share in his own joy.  And we want some of that joy, too.  How do we get it?  What’s Paul’s

secret?

So far, we have seen that Paul is able to look beyond himself and his own immediate difficulties to see

that he is part of a bigger picture, part of a growing partnership of other followers of Jesus who are

engaged in God’s great project of transformation.  And we’ve seen that he is able to locate his temporary



troubles within the perspective of eternity – this is not all there is: this situation will come to an end.  He

has an eternity with God in his fulfilled Kingdom to look forward to.  And here, in these verses this

morning, there is more advice on how to experience that joy in the current circumstances.

He tells them that “The Lord is near”.  There’s a bit of dispute among the scholars as to whether this

means that God is near to us now, in our situation, or whether the return of Jesus is near.  Some of the

sensible scholars suggest that if Paul has left it ambiguous, it’s because he wants both meanings to be

possible.  Yes, Jesus is coming back soon (although “soon” is perhaps a relative term, as Paul write this

two thousand year ago and Jesus still hasn’t shown up!), but all the time, God is near us in the sense that

we can be aware of his presence with us.  The Lord is there, at all times – watching over you, caring for

you.  It’s just a question of our being alert to the reality of that, of accepting and acknowledging day by

day that he is close by and never lets us go.

And that’s why Paul goes on to say “Do not be anxious about anything”.  It’s human nature to worry,

isn’t it?  All of us, at some time or other – however calm and unflappable we may seem on the outside –

have times when we worry.  In a sense, it’s part of our survival instinct, I suppose.  But the sense of the

word as Paul uses it here is that we should not worry unnecessarily or unreasonably.  In the final analysis,

God has got it sorted and we can leave it to him.

Well, we may reasonably retort, that sounds OK, but it’s not very easy actually to do that.  And some

people seem to thrive on worry and anxiety – it’s all they ever do.  So Paul goes on to explain things a

little further.  Don’t be anxious, “but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving,

present your requests to God”.  Get it off your chest by talking to God about it – pray.  In purely human

terms, sharing our concerns with another person usually helps us to feel a bit better, even if they don’t

come up with any solutions.  Just talking about our fears and concerns can be very helpful, so how much

more should that be the case if we share them with God.  Again and again and again the Bible tells us to

bring all our anxieties to God: he can deal with them – as you will, no doubt, have experienced already in

some way.  That’s why Paul says here that we should do it all “with thanksgiving”.  Thank God for what

he’s already done, for the things that are going right in your situation, for the awareness of his presence

that you have already.  Just doing that – “counting your blessings”, as the old song has it – will start to

help you see things in perspective.  And while you’re at it, thank him in faith for what he’s going to do.

Don’t worry: pray!  That’s something to do to start with if you want to experience something of the joy

that Paul seems to be able to draw on.  Reflect on the good things he’s done and is doing, on all that you

have to be grateful for, then tell him what’s bothering you and let him lift the weight off your shoulders. 

Then you can know not only joy, but also “the peace of God”.  God will bring you his calm, his security,



his assurance.  Paul refers to it as “the peace of God which transcends all understanding”.  [When I was

teaching, the school cook wasn’t too good at doing fish, so Friday’s lunch always seemed to include “the

piece of cod which passes all understanding”!]  This is a supernatural peace, a sense of peace and

tranquillity which goes beyond anything we could experience elsewhere, a peace that cannot be explained

away by mere human reason.  It will, as Paul says here, “guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus”. 

This is a peace that will “stand sentinel” over your intellect and emotions – that will affect you at a

profound level and also, once again, help you to put things in some kind of perspective.

Interestingly, the phrase Paul uses here – “the peace of God” – is the only time it is used in the New

Testament in this form.  It doesn’t mean “the peace which comes from God”, but “the very peace that

God himself has”.  God will bring you the peace that he has – peace that comes from the knowledge that

everything is totally under his control.  Now, that is a supernatural peace, a “peace which transcends all

understanding”.  In times of difficulty and distress, as you call out to God for help, you can actually share

in his peace, have the mind-blowingly amazing assurance that God himself has, that it’s all going to be

alright.  In the darkest depths of our current situation – concerns about physical and mental health,

worries about finance and resources, anxieties about loved ones, uncertainty about where it’s all leading –

you can know God’s peace.  God is near, watching over you, caring for you, ensuring that, in the end, all

will work out for the best in terms of his will.  Let me just quote from Eugene Peterson’s version again:

“Don’t fret or worry. Instead of worrying, pray. Let petitions and praises shape your worries into

prayers, letting God know your concerns. Before you know it, a sense of God’s wholeness, everything

coming together for good, will come and settle you down. It’s wonderful what happens when Christ

displaces worry at the centre of your life.”  

But there’s just one other thing to mention from these verses.  Yes, we need to be aware of God’s

presence.  Yes, we need to pray.  But we also need to pay a bit of attention to our own attitudes.  Paul,

like the good preacher that he is, comes out at the beginning of v8 with another “Finally”.  And these

words in v8 – “Finally, brothers and sisters, 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” – have often been used (as I have done myself) to say something about our

attitude to our culture and art and all that kind of thing.  It’s quite valid to do that – and they are clearly

intended by Paul to help us shine a spotlight on the things we use to educate and entertain us.  But in the

context of what we’ve said this morning, let me offer you another way of reading these verses.  Paul has

talked about coming to God when the worries and cares of the world are weighing upon us, when

everything seems dark and gloomy, when the consequences of this pandemic and of lockdown and

isolation are stifling our ability to rejoice.  But he goes on here to say that we should concentrate on the

positives, look at the good things that are happening, don’t allow your lives and your outlook on life to be



shaped by the imaginations, the half-truths, the untruths, the misrepresentations, the doom-mongering and

the despondency of what is going on around you.  Look on the bright side.

Now Paul is not making light of our concerns, dismissing our natural human anxieties, looking at life

through the proverbial rose-tinted spectacles.   After all, as we have seen several times during this little

series, Paul has been through all kinds of things that we cannot even imagine.  He knows what the darker

side of life is like.  He knows all about danger and distress.  He knows that we all face that by virtue of

being frail, fallible, vulnerable human beings – and, on top of that, we also face many things that are part

of our sacrificial life as disciples of Jesus.  What he is doing here – and in this letter as whole – is

showing us a way out of it, offering us a means to deal with it, helping us see that we can still find joy in

the most unlikely of circumstances.  Paul knows that God is greater than any problem we might have. 

God can overcome anything that endangers his much-loved creation, not least humanity.  He has proved

that in allowing Jesus to die for us and then bringing him back to life.  He’s not going to let us go now.

So look at what God has done and is doing.  Thank him for that and then feel free to bring to him

whatever it is that is currently scaring you at the moment, all those issues and concerns that seem to be

plaguing your life.  Ask for his help and receive his peace – a peace unlike anything you can find

elsewhere.  Resolve to look on the bright side of life, concentrate on the positives.  And feel the sense of

relief, of joy pour into your life.  “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!”  “Celebrate

God all day, every day. I mean, revel in him!” 
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Two of the women in the congregation at Philippi have fallen out – Euodia and Syntyche have had a
disagreement.  Paul wants them both to get on – to get on with each other and heal the rift that has
developed between them: and to get on with the task of sharing the Gospel, which they’ve been
working at for a while.  If you’ve fallen out with someone, get on and do something about it.

Then Paul is back to rejoicing.  V4 is the heart of this letter, the subtitle to the whole thing: “Rejoice in
the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!”  What’s Paul’s secret to finding joy?

He tells us that “The Lord is near” .  God is near us in the sense that we can be aware of his presence
with us.  The Lord is there, at all times but we need to be alert to the reality of that, of accepting and
acknowledging day by day that he is close by and never lets us go.

And that’s why Paul goes on to say “Do not be anxious about anything” .  We should not worry
unnecessarily or unreasonably.  In the final analysis, God has got it sorted and we can leave it to him. 
Paul goes on to explain things a little further.  Don’t be anxious, “but in every situation, by prayer
and petition, w ith thanksgiving, present your requests to God”.  And we should do it all “with
thanksgiving”.  Thank God for what he’s already done, for the things that are going right in your
situation, for the awareness of his presence that you have already.  That will start to help you see things
in perspective.

Don’t worry: pray!  Then you can know not only joy, but also “the peace of God”.  God will bring you
his calm, his security, his assurance.  Paul refers to it as “the peace of God which transcends all
understanding”.  This is a supernatural peace, a sense of peace and tranquillity which goes beyond
anything we could experience elsewhere, a peace that cannot be explained away by mere human
reason.  It will, as Paul says here, “guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus”.  This is a peace
that will “stand sentinel” over your intellect and emotions – that will affect you at a profound level and
also, once again, help you to put things in some kind of perspective.

The phrase Paul uses here – “the peace of God” – is the only time it is used in the New Testament in this
form.  It doesn’t mean “the peace which comes from God”, but “the very peace that God himself has”. 
God will bring you the peace that he has – peace that comes from the knowledge that everything is
totally under his control.  God is near, watching over you, caring for you, ensuring that, in the end, all
will work out for the best in terms of his will.

Paul goes on here to say in v8 that we should concentrate on the positives.  Look at the good things that
are happening, don’t allow your lives and your outlook on life to be shaped by the imaginations, the half-
truths, the untruths, the misrepresentations, and so on of what is going on around you.  God can
overcome anything that endangers his much-loved creation, not least humanity.  He has proved that in
allowing Jesus to die for us and then bringing him back to life.  He’s not going to let us go now.

For reflection and discussion

1) How does disagreement (such as Euodia and Syntyche are having) hamper the work of the Gospel? 
What can we do to avoid it?

2) What do you understand by “The Lord is near” ?  How do you experience that?

3) Is it possible not to be anxious?  Can we avoid anxiety?  If so, how?

4) How have you felt the “peace of God” ?  How is it linked to joy?

5) Is Paul just being an idealist with all this talk of joy?  Can you identify with him in his joy?




