THIRD SUNDAY IN ADVENT                 PHIL. 4: 4-7                  DECEMBER 13, 2009

     IN THE PARABLE OF THE SOWER JESUS SAYS THAT TROUBLES AND WORRY CAN CHOKE THE WORD OF GOD SO THAT PEOPLE LOSE THEIR FAITH, THEIR TRUST IN HIM.  WE HAVE MANY ENEMIES THAT ATTACK OUR FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST INCLUDING SUCH THINGS AS WORRY AND ANXIETY; SADNESS AND DEPRESSION.  WE ARE NOT ALL THE SAME…AND YET TO ONE DEGREE OR ANOTHER WE ALL HAVE TO STRUGGLE WITH THESE NEGATIVE EMOTIONS…SOME PERHAPS MORE THAN OTHERS….BUT WE ARE ALL AFFECTED.  AND OF COURSE THESE NEGATIVE FEELINGS COME AND GO.  WE HAVE GOOD DAYS AND BAD DAYS….SUCH IS LIFE.  PERHAPS SOME OF YOU CAME HERE THIS MORNING WITH SOME OF THESE NEGATIVE THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS.  AS A HUMAN BEING THE GREAT APOSTLE PAUL HAD TO DEAL WITH SUCH FEELINGS TOO.  HIS BELOVED PHILIPPIANS WERE EXPERIENCING PERSECUTION FOR THEIR FAITH AND PAUL COULD NOT BE WITH THEM AS HE HIMSELF HAD BEEN ARRESTED AND PUT INTO PRISON.  YOU CAN IMAGINE THE POTENTIAL FOR WORRY AND ANXIETY AND OTHER NEGATIVE EMOTIONS.   BUT PAUL HAD GONE THROUGH MANY CIRCUMSTANCES THAT COULD CREATE NEGATIVE THINKING AND NEGATIVE EMOTIONS:  HE HAD BEEN BEATEN FOR HIS FAITH, HAD ROCKS THROWN AT HIM, AND THREE TIMES HAD BEEN IN SHIPWRECKS, HE WAS CONSTANTLY TRAVELING AND IN DANGER FROM BANDITS AND FROM JEWS WHO WANTED TO KILL HIM FOR BETRAYING THEIR FAITH..  HE HAD GONE WITHOUT PROPER FOOD AND DRINK AND EVEN WITHOUT PROPER CLOTHING FOR COLD WEATHER.  IN OTHER WORDS PAUL UNDERSTANDS US AND OUR NEGATIVE THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS.  AND SO HIS WORDS ARE EVEN MORE MEANINGFUL WHEN HE TELL US THIS MORING ABOUT “PEACE AND JOY IN JESUS CHRIST.”
I.    PAUL SAYS THAT THE ANSWER FOR OUR WORRY AND ANXIETY, FOR ALL OF OUR NEGATIVE THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS IS GOD’S PEACE IN JESUS CHRIST.
     A.  EVEN SECULAR COUNSELORS TELL US THAT ALL OF WORRY AND ANXIETY COMES FROM OUR NEGATIVE THOUGHTS.  WORRY IS A WRONG FEELING BASED ON A WRONG WAY OF THINKING.  WE OFTEN HAVE THOUGHTS ABOUT PEOPLE OR THINGS OR CIRCUMSTANCES OR EVEN ABOUT OURSELVES THAT ARE NEGATIVE AND DESTRUCTIVE.  WE OFTEN THINK ABOUT THE WAY SOMEONE OR SOMETHING OR EVEN WE OUGHT TO BE.  AT TIMES WE MIGHT WORRY ABOUT HOW THINGS WILL TURN OUT.  WILL IT GO THE WAY WE WANT IT TO GO?  AND OUR WORRY AND ANXIETY OFTEN INCREASES THE MORE WE REALIZE THAT WE HAVE NO CONTROL AND SO THERE IS NO GUARANTEE THAT THINGS WILL TURN OUT WELL.

     B.  NOW, PAUL PROBABLY DOESN’T TELL US ANYTHING NEW WHEN HE TELLS US ABOUT THE PEACE OF GOD….BUT IT’S ONE THING TO KNOW SOMETHING AND QUITE ANOTHER THING TO PUT IT INTO PRACTICE.  HE SAYS:  “AND THE PEACE OF GOD, WHICH SURPASSES ALL UNDERSTANDING, WILL GUARD YOUR HEARTS AND YOUR MINDS IN CHRIST JESUS.”  WITH THE WORD “GUARD” PAUL USES A MILITARY IMAGE OF A GUARD ON A WALL TO PROTECT A FORT OR 
CITY FROM AN ENEMY ATTACK.  AND SO IT IS WITH OUR HEART.  AS I SAID OUR HEART AND MIND ARE OFTEN UNDER ATTACK BY ALL KINDS OF NEGATIVE THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS, ALL OF WHICH UNDERMINE FAITH AND PEACE WITH WORRY AND ANXIETY.  BUT PAUL REMINDS US THAT A GUARD HAS BEEN POSTED AT OUR HEART AND MIND…A GUARD TO PROTECT US FROM THOSE NEGATIVE THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS.  AND WHAT IS THAT GUARD:  “THE PEACE OF GOD.”   AT A QUICK GLANCE I COUNTED 80 USES OF THE WORD “PEACE” IN THE NEW TESTAMENT.  EIGHTY!  AND SOON AT CHRISTMAS WE WILL HEAR THE ANGLES SPEAK “PEACE” TO THE SHEPHERDS WATCHING THE FLOCKS BY NIGHT.  JUST AS AT EASTER WE HEAR OUR RESURRECTED LORD SPEAK “PEACE” TO HIS DISCIPLES.  WHAT IS THIS PEACE?  THE MOST IMPORTANT PEACE WE CAN HAVE:  PEACE WITH GOD.    AND THIS PEACE WITH GOD IS SHOWN BY HOW JESUS HAS TAUGHT US TO PRAY TO GOD, CALLING HIM “OUR FATHER”; “OUR FATHER WHO ART IN HEAVEN.’   PEACE WITH GOD.  THIS IS THE GUARD TO OUR HEARTS AND MINDS.  PAUL DESCRIBES THIS GUARD, THIS PEACE IN THIS WAY IN HIS LETTER TO THE ROMANS:  “”IF GOD IS FOR US, WHO CAN BE AGAINST US?  HE WHO DID NOT SPARE HIS OWN SON BUT GAVE HIM UP FOR US ALL…” (8: 31, ESV).   AND IN HIS FIRST LETTER PETER SAYS IT LIKE THIS:  “…CASTING ALL YOUR ANXIETIES ON HIM, BECAUSE HE CARES FOR YOU” (5:7, ESV).  AND SO THAT’S WHY PAUL TELLS US:  “THE LORD IS AT HAND; DO NOT BE ANXIOUS ABOUT ANYTHING, BUT IN EVERYTHING BY PRAYER AND SUPPLICATION WITH THANKSGIVING LET YOUR REQUESTS BE MADE KNOWN TO GOD.”   THERE IS A CLOSE CONNECTION BETWEEN GOD’S PEACE AND PRAYING TO GOD AS WE SING IN “WHAT A FRIEND WE HAVE IN JESUS”:  “WHAT A PRIVILEGE TO CARRY EVERYTHING TO GOD IN PRAYER!  OH, WHAT PEACE WE OFTEN FORFEIT…ALL BECAUSE WE DO NOT CARRY EVERYTHING TO GOD IN PRAYER” (LSB, # 770, V. 1).    
 II.  BUT WHAT ABOUT SADNESS AND DEPRESSION?  PAUL HAS AN ANSWER FOR THAT TOO:  IT IS JOY, JOY IN THE LORD.  FOR HE SAYS NOT ONCE, BUT TWICE:  “REJOICE IN THE LORD ALWAYS, AGAIN I WILL SAY, REJOICE.”

     A.  CHRISTIAN JOY IS NOT TO BE CONFUSED WITH EARTHLY HAPPINESS.  THE AMERICAN DREAM IS “THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS.”  BUT CHRISTIAN JOY AND EARTHLY HAPPINESS ARE NOT THE SAME THING.  EARTHLY HAPPINESS IS BASED ON WHAT WE EXPERIENCE IN LIFE.  SO WHEN GOOD THINGS HAPPEN…WE ARE HAPPY…AND WHEN BAD THINGS HAPPEN…WE ARE NOT HAPPY.  AND THIS IS WHY HAPPINESS COMES AND GOES; THIS IS WHY NO ONE CAN BE HAPPY ALL THE TIME; AND THIS WHY YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE A CHRISTIAN TO BE HAPPY.  ACCORDING TO THIS DEFINITION OF HAPPINESS PAUL WOULD NOT HAVE BEEN HAPPY…..HE WAS IN PRISON…AWAY FROM HIS BELOVED PHILIPPIANS AND YET HE SAYS NOT ONCE, BUT TWICE:  “REJOICE IN THE LORD” …”IN THE LORD”.  THIS IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN EARTHLY HAPPINESS AND CHRISTIAN JOY…THAT LITTLE PHRASE:  ”IN THE LORD”.  AND JOY IN THE LORD COMES FROM 
HAVING GOD’S PEACE, REJOICING IN HIS FORGIVENESS, AND THE PRIVILEGE OF PRAYER AS PAUL SAYS, "…IN EERYTHING BY PRAYER AND SUPPLICATION WITH THANKSGIVING LET YOUR REQUESTS BE MADE KNOWN TO GOD" (V. 6. ESV).  GOD LOVES YOU AND HE WANTS YOU TO PRAY TO HIM FOR YOUR CONCERNS AS WELL AS GIVE THANKS TO HIM FOR ALL THE GOOD IN YOUR LIFE.  HE IS WITH YOU IN EVERY SITUATION YOU HAVE IN LIFE….JUST AS HE WAS WITH PAUL IN PRISON.  FOR JOY IS NOT BASED ON OUR SITUATION IN LIFE…WHAT IS HAPPENING TO US….BUT OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD IN JESUS CHRIST.  MARIN LUTHER CAPTURES THE MEANING OF CHRISTIAN JOY IN HIS FAMOUS HYMN:  “A MIGHTY FORTRESS IS OUR GOD.”:  “…WERE THEY TO TAKE OUR HOUSE, GOODS, HONOR, CHILD, OR SPOUSE, THOUGH LIFE BE WRENCHED AWAY, THEY CANNOT WIN THE DAY.  THE KINGDOM’S OURS FOREVER!
     B.  THIS JOY IN CHRIST SHOWS ITSELF IN OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH OTHER PEOPLE AS PAUL SAYS:  “LET YOUR REASONABLENESS BE KNOWN TO EVERYONE”.    THE GREEK WORD THAT IS TRANSLATED  AS “REASONABLENESS” IS BETTER TRANSLATED AS “GENTLENESS” AS IT IS IN 2 CORINTHIANS 10: 1:  “I, PAUL, MYSELF ENTREAT YOU BY THE MEEKNESS AND GENTLENESS OF CHRIST” (ESV).  THIS GREEK WORD EXPRESSES A HUMBLENESS THAT IS WILLING TO YIELD TO OTHERS.  IT IS THE OPPOSITE OF HARSHNESS AND SELF-EXPRESSION.  HOWEVER, THIS “GENTLENESS” COMES NOT FROM BEING WEAK….IT IS NOT THE SAME AS BEING A WIMP OR A DOORMAT.  THIS “GENTLENESS” COMES FROM BEING STRONG.  IT’S THE EXPERT IN MARTIAL ARTS WHO ACTS LIKE A GENTLEMAN BECAUSE HE KNOWS WHAT HE IS CAPABLE OF AND DOESN’T HAVE ANYTHING TO PROVE.  AND SO IT IS IN CHRIST.  NO ONE IS STRONGER THAN JESUS CHRIST.  HE IS GOD IN HUMAN FORM.  AND YET HE WAS GENTLE AS HE SAYS IN MATTHEW’S GOSPEL:  “TAKE MY YOKE UPON YOU, AND LEARN FROM ME, FOR I AM GENTLE AND LOWLY IN HEART…” (11:29, ESV).   OUR LORD JESUS DID NOT USE HIS AWESOME POWER FOR HIS OWN SELFISH PURPOSES…BUT HE HUMBLED HIMSELF IN SERVICE TO US AND ALL THE WORLD….EVEN DYING A DEATH HE DID NOT DESERVE SO THAT OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH HIS FATHER MIGHT BE RESTORED THROUGH THE FORGIVENESS OF OUR SINS, GIVING ETERNAL LIFE IN THE RESURRECTION FROM THE DEAD.  AND NOW THAT HE SITS AT THE RIGHT HAND OF GOD THE FATHER ALMIGHTY JESUS WATCHES OVER US AS HE SAID:  “I AM WITH YOU ALWAYS EVEN TO THE END OF THE AGE” (19:28, ESV) WHICH IS WHAT PAUL SAYS THIS MORNING:  “THE LORD IS AT HAND”.  THIS JOY OF KNOWING JESUS CHRIST CREATES IN US A DESIRE TO LOVE OTHER PEOPLE AS WE ARE LOVED BY GOD IN HIS SON…..TO RESTATE WHAT PAUL SAYS:  “LET YOUR GENTLENESS BE KNOWN TO EVERYONE.”  AND THE BETTER WE KNOW OUR LORD JESUS THE MORE JOY AND GENTLENESS WE HAVE.
CONCLUSION:  AS WE GO THROUGH LIFE ALL OF US, TO ONE DEGREE OR ANOTHER, WILL EXPERIENCE WORRY AND ANXIETY, SADNESS AND DEPRESSION.  BUT WHEN THIS HAPPENS IT IS 
BECAUSE WE HAVE ALLOWED THE GUARDIANS OF OUR HEARTS AND MINDS TO GO SLEEP:  THE GUARDIANS OF GOD’S PEACE AND JOY.  AND SO IF EXPERIENCE WORRY AND ANXIETY, SADNESS AND DEPRESSION WE MUST WAKE UP THESE GUARDIANS OF OUR HEART AND MINDS!  WE MUST 
REMEMBER GOD’S PROMISES TO US IN JESUS CHRIST, GOD’S PEACE AND JOY, SO THAT THEY CAN DO THEIR JOB OF PROTECTING OUR HEART AND MIND!  AND SO WE COME SUNDAY AFTER SUNDAY TO HEAR AND TO RECEIVE AGAIN AND AGAIN GOD’S PEACE AND JOY IN JESUS CHRIST GIVEN TO US IN HIS WORD, OUR BAPTISM AND THE WONDERFUL SUPPER OF OUR DEAR LORD JESUS.  AND SO ONCE AGAIN YOU HAVE COME…AND I PRAY THAT BECAUSE YOU HAVE COME…THE GUARDIANS OF YOUR HEART AND MIND, GOD’S PEACE AND JOY IN JESUS CHRIST, HAVE BEEN ENCOURAGED TO DO THEIR DUTY!  AMEN!
