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PHILIPPIANS 4:4-6  Advent 3

Show cartoon  (God at his computer)

Does this make you smile?  It would be funny, if it weren’t such a common view of God.  So many people seem to think that God is some great policeman in the sky ready to pounce on them for the slightest infraction – or at his computer, like this cartoon, ready to zap them if they make a mistake.  Where do they get this idea, I wonder?

Robert Louis Stevenson once entered in his diary, as if he was recording an extraordinary phenomenon, "I have been to Church today, and am not depressed."

Sadly, that’s often the impression that some Christians give – that life is one big trial, to be stoically endured.  That serving God is a teeth-gritting duty.

But in our reading from Philippians today, Paul’s focus is on rejoicing – and how through it, to experience a deep, abiding, supernatural peace in our lives as a result.  The Christian life is not something to be endured – it is something to be rejoiced in!

Rejoicing is also the third element of our Advent preparation.  
If you’ve been here for the last couple of weeks, you’ll remember that on the first Sunday in Advent, we looked at how Advent places Christmas in its proper context in the story of God’s dealings with humankind. Jesus’ coming at Christmas is only part of the story. Jesus will also return in glory at the end of this age.  Therefore, the readings of each week of Advent focus on a different aspect of our preparation for Christ’s coming. 
On the first Sunday in advent, we were reminded that we must prepare for Jesus return in Glory – not just his arrival at Christmas – and watch for the signs of his coming.
In the second week in Advent, we looked at how we can prepare ourselves personally for his coming through submitting to God’s refining work in our lives.  
Today, the third Sunday in Advent, both Old and New Testament readings focus on rejoicing, which is also a necessary part of our preparation for Christ’s coming.

If we concentrated on just the first two aspects of Advent - the signs that herald Christ’s return, and the need to be prepared to meet Jesus when he does return – we could be forgiven for perhaps becoming discouraged and even a little anxious.  The signs that this world is hurtling to a close are all around us.  
This has been a sobering week, hasn’t it?  Yet again, some crackpot has gone on a shooting spree – this time in Jay’s home town of Connecticut – and has shot dead an entire kindergarten class of children, as well a number of adults. And if that weren’t shocking enough, there was a similar incident this week in China, where a man went mad with a knife, stabbing more than 20 children as they arrived for school in the morning. Thanks be to God, those children have at least survived.

It’s enough to make anyone depressed! And of course the need to be personally prepared to meet Jesus face to face is also sobering stuff.

So we need to be reminded to rejoice, otherwise we can find ourselves sinking into the mire of troubles, difficulties, and suffering.
Let me say at this point that rejoicing is not the same as being happy.  To rejoice is an act of the will.  To be happy, is a feeling, largely dependent on one’s circumstances.  Happiness is not something we can generate.

I remember a song that was on the charts years ago…

(play “Don’t Worry, Be Happy”)

Catchy, isn’t it?  But its philosophy is all wrong.  We can’t decide to “be happy.”  However, we can decide to rejoice.  The song would be much better if it went…“Don’t worry – rejoice.”

To rejoice means to intentionally bring to mind those things that we can give thanks and praise for, and to be glad about them. And it’s more than just “counting our blessings”. It’s placing our focus on God for who he IS, for the relationship we have with him and for his promises that are rock solid, rather than just for the things he’s given us.  

Rejoicing is something we choose to do.  It is not dependent on warm fuzzy feelings of well being, which we would normally call happiness.  It’s an act of the will. 

The Philippian Christians were facing difficult times. By this time in the history of the church, they’d separated from the Jewish synagogue, and were classified as an illegal religion.  The Romans saw them as a nuisance and a threat. The Christians were having their property confiscated, their employment terminated, they were being arrested, beaten and imprisoned.  It was really tough being a Christian!

 Paul wrote to encourage them in their faith during this time of difficult persecution.  He wanted to convey to them that even in the midst of all the stress and sufferingthey were going through, they could experience a deep and abiding supernatural peace – something given by God that was beyond all human understanding.  

And there was something they could actually do that would bring this about.  However, it wasn’t so much through a change in their circumstances as through a change in their hearts.  

As with so many of God’s promises, the fulfillment of this promise was conditional.  If they wanted to experience the blessing, they needed to meet the conditions.  So Paul laid out for them how they could experience this peace.
Incidentally, this is one of those promises in Scripture that despite its cultural context, applies to each one of us.  In the midst of our own stress and difficulty and suffering – whether that’s personal, or at a community level, or even a global level – we too can experience this wonderful, supernatural peace from God. 
Just think for a moment.  As we gather here this morning – is there anything in our lives which is stressing us out – other than Christmas – we do that to ourselves!  Is there anything that is burdening us, worrying us, weighing on us?  Occupying our thoughts to the extent that it’s wearying….? Then Paul has something to say to us this morning.

So what are the conditions, if we are to experience this deep, supernatural peace from God? 
· The first is to rejoice. (Screen)
“Rejoice!”  says Paul.  And then he emphasises his point – “I’ll say it again – Rejoice!”  He really wants to get across to his readers that this is something they not only can, but must do.  We need to intentionally be glad about all that God is, for our relationship with him and for all that he’s promised. We need to keep those things at the forefront of our minds.  We need to dwell on them, rehearse them, remind ourselves of them.  And yes, counting our blessings is a good and positive thing to do as well.
· The second condition is to let our gentleness be evident to all. (Screen)
 At first glance this might seem an odd condition.  But it’s not. In fact, it comes about as a result of meeting the first condition. Rejoicing generates trust. And a gentle spirit is a peaceful spirit – a trusting spirit. There is no need to be pushy – to try and make things happen, to be anxious or frenetic about things.  A gentle spirit trusts and rests in God.  
If we are stressed out or hassled or anxious about anything, we need to take a deep breath, and stop struggling.  Give it to God and relax, knowing that God is with us and in us.  And we need to let our gentleness of spirit be evident to everyone – it needs to colour our speech and our actions. I sometimes feel a check in my spirit when I’m having a whinge about something. It’s God reminding me to change gear in my thinking. We always have a choice as to how we respond to our circumstances. 
· The third condition is something a little more pro-active. Something we can actually get our teeth into. “Do not be anxious about anything,” says Paul,  “but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.” (Screen)
Instead of being anxious, we are to do something else.  We are to bring our concerns to God in three ways:

1. We are to PRAY about them. (Screen) I was talking to someone a while back, whose life was in rather a mess, and I asked her, “Have you prayed about this?”  She said, “Not really.”  So often, we don’t want to trouble God with our personal problems.  We think we should save prayer for the big stuff.  Yet anything which causes us anxiety, is something we’re told to bring to God in prayer. That might be ill health, or relationship problems  - or it might even be our wilting tomato plants!  “Do not be anxious about ANYTHING” says Paul, “But in EVERYTHING by prayer..” (Screen) he says.  We are to pray about anything and everything. Not just the big stuff! Don’t worry – God doesn’t get bored with us.  Not EVER!
2. Then when we pray, we need to be bold enough to ASK(Screen) for what we need.  “In everything by prayer and PETITION” (Screen) says Paul. Petition  means making a request.  We need to ASK. We need to be honest and forthright about it. Of course God knows what we need before we ask, but there is something important and powerful about verbalising our requests – for us.

3. And then we need to pray with THANKSGIVING. (Screen)  As we pray, we need to thank God that he has heard us.  Thank him that he is at work.  Thank him that nothing is too hard for him.  We are NOT to pray, and then go back to worrying about things!
As we rejoice, and as we pray to God, asking him for our needs, with a thankful heart – you know what happens? Our focus changes, the Holy Spirit ignites our faith, and we find that our inner being is flooded with “the peace of God which passes all understanding”.  





(show old woman/young woman picture)

And then we find that the peace which comes, will “keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus”. (Screen) It’s a circular thing.  As we bring our troubles and anxieties to God, meeting the conditions, the promise of his supernatural peace is fulfilled in our lives, and that peace in turn guards the deepest parts of our being – our hearts and minds – and keeps us focused on Christ Jesus.  And the peace remains.

Our part is to get the ball rolling.
Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: rejoice. Let your gentleness be evident to all.  The Lord is near. Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.  And the peace of God which passes all understanding will keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. (Screen)
Let’s pray.

