Sermon for 16th Jan 2011 - Staying on the Right Path – Phil. 4:11-13

Let’s pray…

And so we come to our final sermon in our series on ‘Freedom in Christ’. I sincerely hope that it has been a helpful series for us all, because freedom to be who we are called to be, is part of God’s wonderful and powerful grace to each of us. In this final week, we focus on these words of Paul in his letter to the Philippians, where he writes to them his ability to be content, no matter what life throws at him. 

I don’t know about you, but I suspect that our Western Worldview makes contentment pretty hard to come by, and so before I say anything else I just want to make something abundantly clear… You are all lovely… and amazing… and remarkable. I just wanted to say that because billions of pounds will have been spent by advertisers and media hounds in order to convince us that we aren’t quite good enough, that you don’t have enough stuff, and crucially that we aren’t as lovely or as attractive as we could be – our houses aren’t as clean as they should be, or as saleable as they might be. That your spouse isn’t as interesting as a spouse that you could swap with, that our jobs aren’t as fulfilling as the ones that we deserve… and that if we only lost some weight, our life would begin to blossom. 

Advertising in particular is all about making us dissatisfied with the life and the stuff that we have, so that we will be constantly searching for something different and something more. This robs us not only of satisfaction in what we have already, but also of our joy - our contentment, our ability to enjoy the present – and it also reinforces the belief that somehow our very worth is bound up in our possessions and our appearance.

Last weekend in the Independent, the paper ran an article entitled rather ambitiously, ‘New Year, New You’ – what was the recipe for this whole new identity? I hear you ask… 

A super antioxidant boost; An exfoliating foot mousse; Some birch arnica body oil; A pro-radiance cream cleanser; A new beginning facial scrub; And a detox clay mask

I have a feeling that the claim that these items may bring about a whole ‘new you’ may be slightly over-blown… The Bible also talks about a transition to being a whole new you – but by very different means. When Paul writes to the Christians living in Corinth, he can only attribute such a new creation to the power of Jesus. He says ‘…if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old is gone, the new has come!’ (2 Corinthians 5:17). And this is what Freedom in Christ has been all about – about moving along this trajectory that takes us deeper into this new creation that we are becoming through Jesus. 

In our passage today, when Paul begins by saying ‘I am not saying this because I am in need’ – he is referring to his delight at the gift that the church in Philippi have given him, and he goes on ‘for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances.’ Paul’s continuous state of contentment is enviable. And, just so that we don’t think he has had it easy, he states his credentials – he knows what it is to be in need and what it is to have plenty, to be well fed or hungry, living in plenty or in want. Now, it may seem like he is just repeating himself for effect here – but he is actually saying a number of subtly different things. 

Often when we talk about being in need, we are referring to a physical state of material poverty, and certainly one of the words that Paul uses here refers to just that. However, he is also talking about other states of need. Another Gk word he uses means being brought low or being humbled, and at the end of vs 12, when he talks of being in want, this word has connotations of failure, of falling behind the expectations of others or of self. 

[At different times in his life, Paul has experience of being poor in all senses of the word.] 

[Watching the Kings Speech the other evening with a friend reminded me that even great power and wealth cannot save you from the crippling effects of being found wanting in the eyes of others. To feel that one is a disappointment and lesser somehow than the expectations placed upon you, can mar and erode one’s confidence and contentment with life hugely. And so, when Paul talks about contentment in all circumstances, it would be erroneous to think that he is just referring to the constraints of our physical or financial state.] 

I’m not sure, however, what is harder - to be content when you have little, or to find contentment when life is easy and the cupboard full. Shopping in the sales tells me that even though we may have plenty, contentment with what we have can prove pretty elusive. And, Paul can relate to this too – as he also refers to his experience of finding contentment even when he is living with plenty. And this word plenty means an abundance, or an overflowing – but again, it isn’t just referring to a physical manifestation of having all that one wants, it is also a more personal abundance, for this is a word used to describe the process of a flower going from a bud to full bloom. 

So, Paul knows what it is to live across the whole gamut of human experience – a roller coaster life taking him from material poverty through to material comfort, from a life humbled through to a life that blossoms. And through it all, Paul has learned… He has learned how to be content. How to remain unshaken by the ups and the downs of his life. It is interesting that at no point does Paul assure his readers that the ups and the downs will go away – far from it - they will keep on coming, and that is why one needs to learn to be content. 

We don’t know how long it has taken Paul to learn this secret, but we do know that it has been a process, otherwise it wouldn’t have been learnt at all – he would have said – I have always been content… which of course, he doesn’t – if only it were that easy! So, how did he learn – what is the secret? 

Well, contentment is not achieved through a resolution, or self-denial. By the way, what do you call a new year’s resolution? Something that goes in one year and out the other! (Anon.) It is not achieved through blood, sweat and tears (no matter what boxing or dancing movies might tell us)… instead, Paul reminds us that whatever our circumstances might be, we have to deepen our relationship with Jesus. Paul says in vs. 13 – ‘I can do all this through him who gives me strength.’

Paul’s love for, and relationship with, Jesus is the key. 

This is a journey – now I know some people hate that word – but Paul hasn’t arrived at this place overnight – twice he says ‘I have learned’ – and twice, he knows what it is to be in differing circumstance – ‘I know’ he says – through the experience of living in this particular way under these particular pressures. 

So how does this help us today? Well, as we come to the end of this Freedom in Christ material, we have been encouraged to consider all those things that we have thought about ourselves and our lives – those things that have hindered us or got in the way of us going on with God. If we were to keep returning to those things we would never move on – but that is the joy of the Christian life – we are called to keep moving on. Notice that Paul says that he can do all this ‘through him who gives him strength’… this is an ongoing description. Paul doesn’t say – I can do all this through him who gave me strength – Jesus continues to strengthen him, and that strength is sufficient for his needs. 

Jesus has broken the power of all of those things that threaten to hold us back - he has spoken his truth into our lives and longs for us to walk in freedom. And we can do just that – because even though the world might try to distract us by enticing us to find a whole new you, or to be dis-satisfied with all that we have – Jesus calls us instead to concentrate on deepening our relationship with him. 

For as we deepen that relationship and get to know Jesus, who is in us, better, we also get to know and understand ourselves better – to know how we tick. Others can help share this journey with us – whether that is a prayer partner, or a home group to whom we can be accountable. We might also choose to have a spiritual health check as part of the Freedom in Christ series, and there are more details concerning that on the insert in your newssheets. Even though the sermon series has come to a close, the opportunity for each of these things certainly hasn’t. 

Sometimes in the midst of daily living, it is easy to forget the simple truths, which are earth-shattering! The Bible promises that to those who become followers of Jesus, we have Christ in us, the hope of glory.
 Jesus is in us - strengthening us, like Paul, continually – so that we can keep learning what it means to turn to him when life is tough, or great, when we have much or little, when we are achieving great things, or are bowed down and humbled… 

Christ in you… the hope of glory. We are reminded that part of the secret of contentment is keeping in mind that our life with Jesus is not just about the now but also about the not yet – learning to live with an anticipation that the roller coaster of this life will one day be gone and in its place will be endless glory… 

One of my favourite verses is this: ‘He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus’ (Philippians 1:6) – Jesus strengthens us so that we can be content, not just because it is his job, or because he has to do it – but because he loves you – you are part of his grand plan for this world. So, wherever you are on the roller coaster of this life, remember that Jesus has begun a good work in you – He has begun a good work in you… and he won’t leave you undefended or unhelped – you aren’t forgotten or abandoned – Jesus in you, the hope of Glory – you are part of that hope for the world and God will carry on that good work to completion until that final day – the day of Glory!

Let’s pray… 

Questions: 

If you had to choose to watch a reality TV show, which would it be and why?

How would you say you are affected by advertising?

In this passage, Paul refers to a range of experiences of both need and plenty. Can you relate to this in your own life? And if so, in which of these two situations would you say it was easier to maintain contentment?

Can you identify with Paul's level of consistent contentment?

When thinking of your faith life, do you find the word journey helpful or not? Which word would you rather use?
Do you have others that you can share your journey of faith with? How does this help? 

How confident do you feel that 'He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus'? 

How might this help you reflect on your faith and your future? 

How might you share this verse to encourage others?

� http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/fashion/features/dressing-table-new-year-new-you-2176814.html


� Colossians 1:27







