Philippians, Chapters 3 and 4


As we started our study of Philippians a few weeks ago, I thought about what I already knew about this book of the Bible.  I knew that Paul had written it to the church in Philippi while he was under house arrest in Rome, and that it was a letter primarily thanking them for their gift to him while he was imprisoned.   And, I also knew the often quoted Scripture verse of Phil. 4:13, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.”   But I did not know why Paul made this particular statement until reading Chapters 3 & 4 together this week.


The verse from Matthew 17 came to mind, where Jesus tells his disciples, “if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, “ Move from here to there and it will move.  Nothing will be impossible for you.”  I also thought about one of my dear friends who has such faith and belief in these words, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” that it is her mantra, her motivation, for when “the going gets tough, she can say, “Ok, Lord, I will.”  I also thought about Tim Tebow, for all you Gator fans!  He put this verse under his eyes as a motivation to do his best last football season.  (He thought his best would mean winning a National Championship, and he did.  But he gave God the credit and has been a huge witness to an unbelieving sports crazed world. )


But, as I read this verse in the context of the whole letter of Philippians, God gave me a different perspective on the verse.  Paul put it this way: “For 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.  I can do all things through Christ who gives me strength.”  His statement of being able to “do all things through Christ” is directly related to his contentment in whatever circumstances God put him in.  He could not do “all things for Christ” if he was asking God why he was in a particular situation.


For those of you who followed Paul’s journeys through the book of Acts, you know that Paul’s life was a myriad of experiences due to his call to preach the Gospel to the Gentiles.  He suffered blindness for three days when the Lord called him on the road to Damascus.  He endured beatings, imprisonments and shipwrecks as he submitted his life to the leading of the Holy Spirit.  Late in his life, the Lord told him that he would testify in Rome of Jesus Christ.  That trip ended in shipwreck on the island of Malta.  The captain of Paul’s ship was trying to get to safe harbor before winter, but instead, they were hit by a “northeaster” wind of hurricane force which ran the ship aground on Malta.  Here, Paul had another “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” moment when a viper from gathered firewood bit him but it did not kill him.  This miracle of not dying from the snake bite enabled Paul to be used by the Lord to heal all of the sick on the island.  He spent three months ministering to the people of Malta, content in knowing that God had shipwrecked him for that very reason.   


And then, once in Rome, Paul is under house arrest for at least two years.  We know from Philippians, that during this time he was able to impart the Gospel to all who came to his house. In Ch. 1 v. 13, Paul says that his chains have served to advance the gospel…that it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that he was in chains for Christ.”  Ch. 4 also mentions greetings from Caesar’s household!  Even under house arrest, Paul was content to carry out his mission of sharing the message of Jesus, the Messiah.  


So, what about me?  Am I content, in plenty and in want?  Am I content in sickness or in health?  Am I  content when God takes away my job or my spouse’s job?  Would I be content if my house was damaged in a hurricane?  Would  I be content if maybe He even took it away?  Am I content when the path I thought God had me on takes a turn I did not expect, like Paul’s shipwreck?  Am I content to wait on God when a prayer is not answered as quickly as I think it should be?  


Our answer to being content in all things is found in the words of Paul in Philippians 4: “Rejoice in the Lord always.  I will say it again, Rejoice!  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 transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”


Paul learned that union with the living, exalted Christ is the secret of being content, and the source of abiding strength. He could endure the extremes of earthly life through strength from God.  “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.”

Let us pray:

Father, may we join Paul and say:  forgetting what is behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, may we press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.
Amen.

