Prayer: Talking to God (Philippians 4:4-7)

Preached by Pastor Chris Chia to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 3-4 February 2001.

1 Therefore, my brothers, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, that is how you should stand firm in the Lord, dear friends! 

2 I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to agree with each other in the Lord. 

3 Yes, and I ask you, loyal yokefellow, help these women who have contended at my side in the cause of the gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my fellow workers, whose names are in the book of life.

4 Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! 

5 Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. 

6 Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 

7 And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

8 Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable--if anything is excellent or praiseworthy--think about such things. 

9 Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me--put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you.

Prayer: What’s the difference?

How many of you watched Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon? It’s the biggest Chinese hit movie in USA and UK. I finally saw it on VCD last week. After watching it, I think it should be renamed “Confusing Tiger, Hidden Meaning!” Anyway, in the movie, Chow Yun Fatt plays a master swordsmen who has retired. He meets up with Michelle Yeoh - his old flame. He tells her he has gone into deep meditative prayer. But Chow was afraid and broke off the prayer. Michelle Yeoh asked: “Why? Did you reach Enlightenment?” Chow replied: “No. I reached a state I’ve never been to – a place of unending sorrow.”  

Prayer is not unique to the Christian faith. In some religious or philosophical systems, meditative prayer like Chow Yun Fatt’s - which seeks to withdraw from the world by emptying our minds – may take us to unknown states and places. The other extreme of prayer in many religions is the opposite. Prayer is the very vehicle to get us what we desire in this world. In short, prayer is either about withdrawing from this world, or prayer is about getting as much as we can from this world. For most people, though, prayer is the thing of last resort.  

Prayer is not unique to the Christian faith. But a Christian’s prayer is unique. It is like no other. Why? One of the greatest insights that a Christian’s prayer is unique is found in Philippians 4:4-7. Let us find out why. Read verse 4:4.

1.     Joy of the insider: Knowing the Person (In the Lord)

Paul the Apostle tells them to “Rejoice …. and I will say it again: “Rejoice!” They call this the letter of “joy”! The word “joy” or “rejoice” is used 16 times in this short letter. Why?

1:1     – He calls himself a servant of Christ Jesus 

1:1b   - He writes to all the saints (simply believers, not more holy people) in Christ Jesus

1:2     - Brings greetings from God and Lord Jesus Christ

1:5     - He thanks them for their partnership in the gospel of Jesus

1:7     - He is in prison because of Christ 

1:21   - “For to me to live is Christ, to die is gain.” Why? 1:23. 

a.     Rejoice! 

You could say that Paul is totally wrapped up, obsessed or possessed by this man called Jesus. His work, his prayer, his friends, his imprisonment – all has to do with Jesus. With this, we can understand better what Paul means. He does not mean “rejoice” in your circumstances. He does not mean be “spiritual gunghos” – unreal happy clappy who see a silver lining in every storm of suffering and persecution. As Paul writes this, he is in prison. Maybe he is referring to a special joy that martyrs share. No, no. Paul tells them to “rejoice in the Lord”. The Lord, the person – not the circumstance, experience - is the object of his rejoicing. The Lord - the person is the one in whom their joy is grounded on and thrives on. What’s so great about Jesus? Paul has finally come to know something which blew his mind apart. Read 3:7-11. What’s most valuable to a Jew like Paul? You can test what’s really valuable to people by seeing what they will fight for and die for. 

Illustration: You take away freedom from an American – they’ll fight you, they’ll die for it. Why? Their country was founded on freedom! You take away freedom from Singaporeans – they’ll say “huh - what’s that”? Never had it in the first place, cannot miss it! We were founded on economic survival. You take away the ability for economic survival from the Chinese – they’ll fight! You take away “the Law” from the Jews – they’ll fight you. Why? What do you need to enter any country? Get the right visa, hold the right passport. What do you need to get into heaven? In the mind of the Jew, it was “righteousness” – means being right with God. In the mind of the Jews, keep God’s Law – you get righteousness, you enter heaven. 

Paul has now realized he was wrong! He joined the wrong queue. He trusted the wrong things to get right with God. He trusted in law keeping to get right with God. That is why he considers EVERYTHING a loss, rubbish. Why? It’s not about giving up something I humanly had before – my wealth, status, fame, security – in exchange for Christ. I bring these things to the bargaining table, God brings Jesus. It is accounting transaction. Debit, credit, minus, net off – this is what I’ve gained. “Christ” minus “Chris” – I’ve just gained small letter “t”. But that is how many of us think. How much we give up. How little we gain from following Christ. No! It’s all gross gain, sheer profit! It’s about us giving up something we NEVER humanly had in the past, now have in the present or ever will have in the future – righteousness with God! We cannot even have a vicarious hope that our children will have it. That is what Paul realized - only Jesus can save us! Only Jesus gets us right with God! 3:9 says it is a righteousness “not of my own, but from God by faith in Christ Jesus”. This is the joy of an “outsider” who has become an “insider”. The joy of a person who has tried, tried and tried – knocked, knocked, knocked on heaven’s doors. The joy of a person who has worked out the most important question in life: “how can I be saved? how can I be right with God?” 

Illustration: I have a Vietnamese friend. He jumped on a vessel when the Communists marched in. Lost at sea. Sat in a refugee camp in Singapore waiting to be adopted by a new migrant nation. But it was so hopeless because there was nothing to commend themselves – no money, no ID, no qualifications. He described those days. They’ll sit, wait, day by day for their name to be called. Finally, his name was called! He held his face in his hands. That’s when he realized: I have been saved! And you know this salvation has come from without, not within. Never had it in the first place. By sheer grace.    

“Rejoice IN THE LORD always! I will say it again: Rejoice!” – the joy of a man saved! The joy of a man made right with God. Paul is saying the joy and ongoing rejoicing in God, in His Son and His Spirit is the mark of the Christian. He also says this: Read 4:5. 

b.     He is near! 

This could mean the Lord is near in space or near in time. It probably means both. Because God is close to us spatially through his Son. He has come to dwell with us so undeservedly through Jesus. “Near” could also mean Jesus is close to us in time. The Day of His second coming is drawing closer. Not just the Day because the Day without the Person is nothing. It is Jesus whom we believe in and rejoice in who is coming. Every day we live is not just one day closer to death, but closer to Jesus’ coming to save us. Paul says: Be encouraged by this. And then do this. Do what? Read 4:6. 

2.Anxiety of the outsider: NOT knowing 

a.     Do NOT be anxious about anything

So do not be anxious. He is not just saying “do not” but saying STOP worrying. They were starting to worry with increasing opposition and persecution. This is one case where they cannot turn to Paul: “It’s easy for you to say. You’ve got nothing to worry about!” Paul was a good example of “STOP worrying!” Why? Paul was in prison in Rome when he wrote this letter. Not just that. Acts 16:25 records that when he and Silas first came to Philippi – they were beaten and thrown into jail. How did they respond? They prayed and sang hymns in jail. They rejoiced in the Lord! 

Worry is “unreasonable anxiety” and “harassing thoughts” to the point of distraction. It is our natural reaction to life.

Paul is perhaps echoing Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 6:25-34. Jesus taught his disciples that part and parcel of following him was: do not worry! In that passage, Jesus said do not worry about food, drink, clothing and future. Jesus said the “pagans” run after these things. In other words, anxiety is the mark of the person who does not know God, who cannot trust God and his care. It is the character of the outsider to God and his kingdom. In context, worry marks the person who makes no effort to know Jesus, the person who does not know or trust God. “BUT” the disciples – they are not to “worry”. They are now to spend all their energies in this: “Seek first the kingdom of God”. They are to make every effort to understand who Jesus is, what he came to do and live his way. 

Illustration: 2 examples of worries and 2 of seeking the kingdom. 

· We worry about what people think of us from our teenage years to old age. But then we realize nobody was worrying about us in the first place! 

· We would go to the ends of the world to eat. We would go to the ends of the world to save a dollar from a sale (get mad, get even, get the sale item). 

· We went to Cambodia last year. Farmers left farms. They travelled four days on foot in rain and shine. They slept with 200 people in one hall. For what? To come for Bible teaching!

· In Boston, this couple I stayed with – their church had no Bible study ministry. He travels 1 ½ to 2 hours each way to go to the next city for Bible study! He said: Tell them how fortunate they are in ARPC!    

b.     BUT in everything

The language is all embracing. No exceptions or qualifications. Worry about nothing. Pray about everything. You want to test how obedient you are to God? We worry about everything, pray about nothing! 

Paul is saying this: Now you are right with God, now you have a relationship with God and this relationship did not come by any human effort or sincerity. But it came through the loving death of his Son. Now - talk to God! The activity of talking to God totally offsets the activity of worrying about life. It is the antidote, the cure, the panacea. To pray is to talk to God about the things distracting, harassing us, killing us with anxiety. And instead of them causing us to be anxious and worry, these issues should lead us as believers in Jesus to pray. To “petition” is to make specific requests. The focus is not on the form or act of prayer. It is to raise the issue with God. “Present your request” = it is to make it known to him. But in Matthew 6:32 says “God knows what you need before you ask them.” So why make it known when he knows?  Praying, petitioning, making it known, raising the issue  is all about laying all our troubles before him and casting all our care upon him (1 Peter 5). It’s simply saying: “I know this God, I trust this God who has saved me and will save me.”   

With “thanksgiving” – thanksgiving for what? Romans 1:20-23 tells us that the unbelieving mind never give thanks to God. The unbelieving mind is impoverished, destitute of thanksgiving, impotent to give thanks to God. It usurps that and gives praise to the creature and creation. Whole industries are dedicated to praise ourselves. In most of Paul’s letters thanksgiving is the posture of the saved and vocabulary of the converted. He thanks God for Jesus, for salvation, for faith, new life, His Word, prayer. Paul is absolutely thankful – even as he sits in prison – for who Jesus is and what he has received from him. Paul is not relatively, comparatively thankful, temporarily thankful in his prayers. So what happens when we talk to God about everything, giving thanks for the Gospel? Read 4:7.   

3.     Prayer of the insider: Keeping up the knowing   

a.     Peace of God

Notice this “peace of God” guards us WHEN we pray and petition. This peace is given WHEN we make the request to God. This peace does not come only when our prayer is answered. It does not only when we have prayed according to God’s will. It does NOT come us only when we have the gift of faith, only when we speak in tongues, only when we confess every sin of commission or omission or our forefathers have committed or omitted.    

What is this “peace of God”? This term appears only here. Could be the subjective peace which we experience. The inward peace of the soul which comes from God. If this is true, then it is “God’s peace” which stands in contrast with anxieties of verse 6. But it is actually the whole phrase – “the peace of God which transcends understanding will guard their hearts and minds in Christ Jesus” – which offsets the anxiety. So what could this peace be? God (himself) is peace. “Peace” also refers to the peace that God gives. And God has given us peace in Christ. Colossians 3:15 speaks of the “peace of Christ”. The “Lord of peace” gives peace (Romans 5:1 and Ephesians 2:14). This peace most likely is the objective peace we have with God through Jesus. It is this Gospel peace which transcends all human understanding.  

b.     Guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus

“Transcends all understanding” does not mean our feelings of peace with God is more effective in removing anxiety than any human understanding or thought. Paul is not comparing the relative superiority of God’s peace to human wisdom to solve worry. He is saying “God’s peace, God’s salvation, God’s reconciliation” is unique, not relative. No amount of human understanding could have planned this or imagined this. Planned what? The word “guard” is used of soldiers protecting a city from attack. “Guards the hearts and minds” means guarding the whole person from attack. In short, Paul is saying God’s peace, or salvation, which guards us is more wonderful than we can imagine. Or: “Wonder and be amazed by God’s peace that guards us!” And who does it protect? “Those in Christ Jesus” – the sphere in which this protection operates. In short, it is the gospel that will guard believers and keep us in our walk with God until Christ returns. 

Christian prayer is unique. It does not take us to states and places we do not know. It takes us to God our Father through Jesus by the Spirit. Prayer flows from a saved relationship. A person saved from the tyranny of trying to be right with God by our human merit and effort. A person saved from worrying about food, drink, clothing and life because we know God or trust him as God. A person saved by grace, by Christ, by faith. So now we worry about nothing, pray about everything. In that sense, prayer also keeps us in this saved relationship. The truth of God’s peace or salvation will be with us when we raise the issue with God. This peace will guard us. It is amazing, it transcends all understanding, that peace of God not only saves us but guards us in Christ Jesus. So we must pray to know and keep knowing.
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