The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Advent 3C
The Text: Philippians 4:4-7
Let’s take a look today at four short verses: Philippians 4:4-7. They come from Paul’s letter to the church at Philippi.  It’s a church that doesn’t have problems in the same league as those he is addressing in Galatia or Corinth.  Nevertheless, it still has infighting, misleading teaching, persecution and plenty of anxiety.  Yet 16 times Paul speaks of joy, or similar words.  

Our section today is close to the end of his letter.  As Paul is signing off he gives a rapid fire set of instructions – things that he actually expects of those in God’s family.
But in that do you think ‘oh here we go… more things we have to do to be good Christians’? 

Don’t worry.  We are all miserable at putting God first in our life.  Paul’s instruction brings us face to face with our sinful selves.  

Take the first line.  Paul says, “Rejoice in the Lord always.  Again I will say it: Rejoice!”  Our first instinct is to ask, particularly after a tough week, can rejoicing just be turned on?  You might even be here thinking that so far you have not got anything out of this service.
But that’s just it!  How often in the church do we allow our individualistic materialist culture to decide what is right and wrong for us?  We try to construct our own happiness. To be told to rejoice in the Lord always flies in the face of our own nature.  
Yet if our hearts can’t rejoice in God, it means we are not making him the centre of what we do. We are hopelessly misguiding ourselves.  We are switching off his blessing and relying on our own powers instead.  We as creatures are thinking we know better than the Creator.  When this happens we need to get back to where we can rejoice.  We need to confess our sinful desire to be master of our lives and ask God to put us in a right frame of mind before him.  
To do otherwise is to forgo what he gives us.  And what is that?  On what basis does God, through Paul, make the claim that we ought to always rejoice… and why does he feel so strongly that he needs to repeat it? Because rejoicing shifts our focus away from ourselves, and to what God has done for us by his grace.  

The prophet Zephaniah summarised this beautifully:
The Lord has taken away your punishment, He will take great delight in you; in his love he will no longer rebuke you, but will rejoice over you with singing. (Zephaniah 3:15; 17, various verses) 

Doesn’t this reminder of God make you want to rejoice?  It’s not hard to start rejoicing, is it?
And that is the very intention of Paul’s instruction.  Let the Holy Spirit work in you as you meditate on this verse. For rejoicing is what helps keep us connected in faith to God’s goodness and his faithfulness to his promises.  Think of it like the way powerlines help keep us connected to the electricity grid.  If you cut the power lines, you lose the electricity.  If you stop rejoicing, you turn in on yourselves and lose the connection to God’s forgiveness and all the other ways he works in your life.  

But it is not just our attitude and posture to God that Paul is dealing with here.  Our love of God is seen in the love of our neighbors.  So next Paul addresses how we are to be with each other in order to keep this rejoicing possible.  He tells us: ‘Let your gentleness be evident to all’ (Phil 4:5).  The word ‘gentleness’ is loaded with meaning.  It has in mind concepts such as leniency and generosity.  Things like not enforcing a right even though you have every entitlement in earthly matters to do so…you know, maybe 95% of something is enough.  
Nowhere is this instruction harder to follow but in relation to those who have wronged you – it’s easy to be generous to those who have been generous to you.  But being lenient where we have been wronged reflects God’s forgiveness who first through Christ has been lenient to us—in fact, it is only possible by God’s forgiveness working in us in the first place. As the text says: The Lord is near! Why wouldn’t we be lenient and encouraging, and generous?  For the Lord is near in two ways to help us:  in terms of presence, including coming personally to you with his generosity as we hear his word and receive the Lord’s Supper. 
The beauty of these instructions is that far from burdening they lift our burdens!  To be lenient with someone is potentially to cut off trouble before it comes near.  
We see another example of lifting our burden in Paul’s next set of instructions and encouragement where he says: 
Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and petition with thanksgiving present your requests to God (Phil 4:6).  

This does not mean we can’t plan, or think through how things should work.  But do you accompany it with prayer?  Why wouldn’t we?  Are we going to have it all in your own head… scratching to figure it out?  Or might we bring our God and Saviour into the equation.  Are you the master, or will we let God be God in our life?  

The point is that when we pray to God we are showing we trust him.  God knows our lives are full of concerns, trials, sufferings and things that go wrong.  This Advent season prepares us for the fact that Jesus came to be one of us. He knows these concerns and sufferings only all too well for he lived among us and is now present in us as we face our trials.  
But Advent also reminds us he brought gifts.  John the Baptist told us in today’s Gospel reading how Christ baptizes us with the Holy Spirit and his refining fire.  And in this baptism we are joined to Jesus who says: “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest” (Matt 11:28).  God plants faith in us to trust Jesus who says, ‘do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself… seek first [my] kingdom…’ (Matt 6: 34,33). That kingdom is what Zephaniah spoke of: a kingdom that releases from exile and makes us God’s delight.  Let’s seek that, not anxiety. 
The key is thankfulness. Paul says ‘…with thanksgiving present your requests to God’ (Phil 4:6). After all, as 1 Corinthians asks, ‘What do you have that you were not given?’  Being thankful puts God rightly back in the picture.  It takes us out. It gets our posture right – a posture where we recognize that everything we have has come from God.  As Luther said, thankfulness makes our prayer sweet and agreeable to God.  Sweet in that it gives God due recognition; agreeable in that it guards us from being greedy and self-serving. 

If we are thankful to God for the people who care for us, the rain we receive, the safety our government provides, the food we eat, then we witness to the Spirit’s work in our life.  And this has two effects.  Inwardly, the Spirit builds faith through our continual thankfulness.  And outwardly, being thankful gets us working in God’s mission because it shows others of the hope we have.
And what a hope it is!  For the last part of the text tells us that if we present our petitions to God thankfully then:

The peace of God which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus (Phil 4:7).  

This promise is no ordinary peace such as merely a lack of strife.  It is God’s wellbeing and wholeness and deliverance.  It can’t be reasoned or thought through.  It just comes to us as his gift, free of our own subjectivity.  And what’s more, it guards us.  St Paul used this language of guarding knowing his Philippian congregation would identify with it… for Philippi had a Roman garrison which guarded the city.  If writing to us in a country town he might refer to this peace of God as being like a huge firebreak around the town – a firebreak that no ember can penetrate.  Here St Paul is telling us that when anxiety strikes, we are to counter attack with thankful prayer that God would guard our hearts and thoughts in Jesus Christ.  

Are you having trouble knowing of God’s grace in this busy Advent season? Rejoice in Jesus.  Let the Holy Spirit turn anxiety into thankful prayer – starting with all the things in which we receive joy, even the simple things in life, which are gifts from God. And look forward to his peace guarding your hearts and thoughts. 
So now, may the peace of God which transcends all understanding guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.

