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PART I 
 

Scripture Reading – Philippians 3  (The Message) 

3 And that’s about it, friends. Be glad in God!I don’t mind repeating what I have written in earlier letters, 

and I hope you don’t mind hearing it again. Better safe than sorry—so here goes. 

Steer clear of the barking dogs, those religious busybodies, all bark and no bite. All they’re interested in 

is appearances—knife-happy circumcisers, I call them. The real believers are the ones the Spirit of God leads 

to work away at this ministry, filling the air with Christ’s praise as we do it. We couldn’t carry this off by our 

own efforts, and we know it—even though we can list what many might think are impressive credentials. 

You know my pedigree: a legitimate birth, circumcised on the eighth day; an Israelite from the elite tribe of 

Benjamin; a strict and devout adherent to God’s law; a fiery defender of the purity of my religion, even to the 

point of persecuting Christians; a meticulous observer of everything set down in God’s law Book. 

The very credentials these people are waving around as something special, I’m tearing up and throwing 

out with the trash—along with everything else I used to take credit for. And why? Because of Christ. Yes, all 

the things I once thought were so important are gone from my life. Compared to the high privilege of 

knowing Christ Jesus as my Master, firsthand, everything I once thought I had going for me is 

insignificant—dog dung. I’ve dumped it all in the trash so that I could embrace Christ and be embraced by 

him. I didn’t want some petty, inferior brand of righteousness that comes from keeping a list of rules when I 

could get the robust kind that comes from trusting Christ—God’s righteousness. 

I gave up all that inferior stuff so I could know Christ personally, experience his resurrection power, be a 

partner in his suffering, and go all the way with him to death itself. If there was any way to get in on the 

resurrection from the dead, I wanted to do it. 

I’m not saying that I have this all together, that I have it made. But I am well on my way, reaching out for 

Christ, who has so wondrously reached out for me. Friends, don’t get me wrong: By no means do I count 

myself an expert in all of this, but I’ve got my eye on the goal, where God is beckoning us onward—to Jesus. 

I’m off and running, and I’m not turning back. 

So let’s keep focused on that goal, those of us who want everything God has for us. If any of you have 

something else in mind, something less than total commitment, God will clear your blurred vision—you’ll 

see it yet! Now that we’re on the right track, let’s stay on it. 

Stick with me, friends. Keep track of those you see running this same course, headed for this same goal. 

There are many out there taking other paths, choosing other goals, and trying to get you to go along with 

them. I’ve warned you of them many times; sadly, I’m having to do it again. All they want is easy street. 

They hate Christ’s Cross. But easy street is a dead-end street. Those who live there make their bellies their 

gods; belches are their praise; all they can think of is their appetites. 

But there’s far more to life for us. We’re citizens of high heaven! We’re waiting the arrival of the Savior, 

the Master, Jesus Christ, who will transform our earthy bodies into glorious bodies like his own. He’ll make 

us beautiful and whole with the same powerful skill by which he is putting everything as it should be, under 

and around him. 
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Meditation   “Anything” 

One of the realities of the holiday season, even in the midst of all the busyness and 
distractions (or maybe because of the busyness and distractions) is that it provides us ample 
opportunity to reflect on our lives – to remember our past, to examine our priorities, to gather 
with loved ones, to live into our traditions, to celebrate our faith.  Now if you know anything 
about the context of Philippians, you know that Paul wasn’t exactly on holiday when he wrote 
this little letter to his friends in the church at Philippi.  Nevertheless, Paul begins his letter with 
the same spirit with which we begin our holiday season – with thanksgiving.   

But today, we jump into the midst of the letter mid-stream, smack in the middle of Paul’s 
reflective mood.  As always, Paul has words of instruction and encouragement for his readers.  
But we also get the sense that as Paul is composing these lines from his prison cell, he is 
doing a lot of deep self-reflection.  In these few lines, Paul reminisces about where he has 
come from – a certified pedigree as a man of Israel, the legacy and promise of his people 
marked in his flesh and borne out in his life; a record of moral integrity, demonstrated religious 
zeal, and unblemished righteousness.  But, Paul tells us that he has come to believe that all of 
these things to which he had given his life – all the efforts which had dominated his thinking 
and living for so long – don’t amount to anything in the end.   

Socrates is reported to have said that the unexamined life is not worth living.  And as we enter 
this first week of the holiday season, I believe we would all do well to join with Paul in 
examining our lives and all the things that occupy our time, energy, and efforts, and to ask 
ourselves if they really amount to anything.  And in a week in which our holiday celebrations 
generally involve a gluttonous feast followed by an afternoon of sloth in front of a notoriously 
mindless medium featuring games played in a league that many commentators have likened to 
our new national religion, we might want to remember Paul’s words near the end of this 
chapter: Easy street is a dead-end street.  Those who live there make their bellies their gods; 
belches are their praise; all they can think of is their appetites.   

A big part of living as a courageous disciple, a goal to which our current Annual Conference 
Moderator has called us, and which we see modeled in the life and writings of Paul in such 
scriptures as we have read this morning, is being able to honestly examine our lives and 
discern whether the things to which we have given ourselves are worthy.  Paul makes it clear 
that it isn’t “anything goes” when it comes to following Christ.  We need to, as one of my former 
BC professors has said, be able to discern what is rot, and what is not.  And as Paul says, let’s 
keep focused on that goal, those of us who want everything God has for us.  And if any of you 
have something else in mind, something less than total commitment, God will clear your 
blurred vision – you’ll see it yet! 

So I invite you, in the next few moments, the next few days, and throughout this holiday 
season, to give some time to reflection.  Be mindful of the Spirit moving in your heart and mind, 
and the goal that lies before us.  And let’s see if God might not be calling you to anything new 
and better during this holiday season and beyond.  
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PART II  

Scripture Reading – Philippians 4  (The Message) 

4 My dear, dear friends! I love you so much. I do want the very best for you. You make me feel such joy, fill 

me with such pride. Don’t waver. Stay on track, steady in God. 

I urge Euodia and Syntyche to iron out their differences and make up. God doesn’t want his children holding 

grudges.  And, oh, yes, Syzygus, since you’re right there to help them work things out, do your best with 

them. These women worked for the Message hand in hand with Clement and me, and with the other 

veterans—worked as hard as any of us. Remember, their names are also in the book of life. 

Celebrate God all day, every day. I mean, revel in him! Make it as clear as you can to all you meet that 

you’re on their side, working with them and not against them. Help them see that the Master is about to 

arrive. He could show up any minute! 

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 center of your life. 

Summing it all up, friends, I’d say you’ll do best by filling your minds and meditating on things true, 

noble, reputable, authentic, compelling, gracious—the best, not the worst; the beautiful, not the ugly; things 

to praise, not things to curse. Put into practice what you learned from me, what you heard and saw and 

realized. Do that, and God, who makes everything work together, will work you into his most excellent 

harmonies. 

I’m glad in God, far happier than you would ever guess—happy that you’re again showing such strong 

concern for me. Not that you ever quit praying and thinking about me. You just had no chance to show it. 

Actually, I don’t have a sense of needing anything personally. I’ve learned by now to be quite content 

whatever my circumstances. I’m just as happy with little as with much, with much as with little. I’ve found 

the recipe for being happy whether full or hungry, hands full or hands empty. Whatever I have, wherever I 

am, I can make it through anything in the One who makes me who I am. I don’t mean that your help didn’t 

mean a lot to me—it did. It was a beautiful thing that you came alongside me in my troubles. 

You Philippians well know, and you can be sure I’ll never forget it, that when I first left Macedonia 

province, venturing out with the Message, not one church helped out in the give-and-take of this work except 

you. You were the only one. Even while I was in Thessalonica, you helped out—and not only once, but 

twice. Not that I’m looking for handouts, but I do want you to experience the blessing that issues from 

generosity. 

And now I have it all—and keep getting more! The gifts you sent with Epaphroditus were more than 

enough, like a sweet-smelling sacrifice roasting on the altar, filling the air with fragrance, pleasing God no 

end. You can be sure that God will take care of everything you need, his generosity exceeding even yours in 

the glory that pours from Jesus. Our God and Father abounds in glory that just pours out into eternity. Yes. 

Give our regards to every Christian you meet. Our friends here say hello. All the Christians here, 

especially the believers who work in the palace of Caesar, want to be remembered to you. 

Receive and experience the amazing grace of the Master, Jesus Christ, deep, deep within yourselves. 
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Meditation   “Everything” 

When I first began working on this message, and contemplating the whole of Philippians 3 and 
4, the verses that stood out to me the most were verses 4-7 of chapter 4.  In the NRSV, they 
have a familiar ring, “Rejoice in the Lord always, again I will say, Rejoice.  Let your gentleness 
be known to everyone.  The Lord is near.  Do not worry about anything, but in everything by 
prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.  And the 
peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in 
Christ Jesus.”   

I was struck by the reflections one commentator in particular, who said “the ‘anythings’ and 
‘everythings’ of life can be sources of endless worry – or the stuff of prayer.”1  Like many, I 
have a tendency to get stuck in an endless stream of obligations, to-do lists, and personal 
concerns.  I often develop tunnel vision when it comes to my day-to-day living.  And when 
things are going well, and everything is going my way, I am inclined to happiness, 
thanksgiving, and feelings of contentment.  But when troubles come, even insignificant ones in 
the grand scheme of things, I get grumpy.  In such times I certainly do not feel like rejoicing.   

But Paul shows us another way of living in Philippians 4.  Verses 11 and 12 are exemplary.  
Paul affirms to his friends in Philippi that “I’ve learned…to be quite content whatever my 
circumstances.  I’m just as happy with little as with much, with much as with little.  I’ve found 
the recipe for being happy whether full or hungry, hands full or hands empty.  Whatever I have, 
whatever I am, I can make it through anything in the One who makes me who I am.   

When one remembers that Paul wrote these words from prison, it is hard to ignore the power 
of his witness.  This is the kind of peace and joy that almost anyone would wish for, but which 
for so many of us seems unattainable.  But that is where it is helpful to be reminded that joy is 
not the same as happiness.  While we are accustomed in our culture to relish the pursuit of 
happiness, the joy that Paul commends cannot be pursued.  Indeed, as the puppets reminded 
us during the Children’s story last week, joy is a discipline of perception, not an emotion 
dependent on circumstances.  One writer calls it a “response formed in those who can read the 
economy of God’s activity in particular ways and are able to act in conformity with that 
unfolding story.”2 

Yesterday, I heard someone say that we are all a part of a story, but it is never a story that is 
written the way we want it to be.  In the midst of that story, what we are pursuing makes all the 
difference.  If it is happiness, we are bound to be disappointed.  But if what we pursue is a right 
relationship with God and our neighbors and all Creation, we might find that Paul’s secret to 
being content in all circumstances isn’t that much of a secret at all.  For he tells us, “instead of 
worrying, pray.  Let petitions and praises shape your worries into prayers, letting God know 
your concerns.  And before you know it, a sense of God’s wholeness, everything coming 
together for good, will come.   

May it be so for us, in Christ Jesus.  Amen.   

                                                
1 Nathan Eddy.  Feasting on the Word.  Year A, Volume 4.  Page 161.   
2 Stephen Fowl, as quoted in Feasting on the Word. Year A. Vol. 4, p. 161 


