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Thinking Motivated by Our Love for Christ

Text:  Philippians 4:4–9

I’ve always loved reading through the Book of Acts which was really "book 
two"— a continuation of Luke’s Gospel that we read from this morning. It’s 
commonly called “The Acts of the Apostles” and is a true historical record 
of the development of the early church in the middle of the 1st century. It 
begins with Jesus’ Ascension back to the Father and goes through a period 
of 30–35 years to the time just prior to the death of the Apostle Paul. I love 
the way Luke, through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, tells us of the 
tremendous blessings that the early believers who followed Christ 
experienced, and that he doesn’t shy away from the troubles, persecution 
and dangers they encountered. Some of these stories remind us of the fallen 
nature of man and their desire to be seen as great and powerful. 

You may remember the story of Simon the Sorcerer from Acts 8:8–25. He 
went to the disciples and offered to pay to receive the power of the Holy 
Spirit so that he could lay his hands on people, and they would receive the 
Spirit. Peter rebuked him for thinking he could receive the free gift of God 
by paying money. Peter recognized that Simon’s desire was not to glorify 
Christ but himself.

Acts 19:13–16 tells the story of the Seven Sons of Sceva, a Jewish priest, 
who were going around trying to cast out demons, in the name of Jesus 
that Paul spoke of. Luke recounts,
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But the evil spirit answered them, “Jesus I know, and Paul I 
recognize, but who are you?” 16And the man in whom was the evil 
spirit leaped on them, mastered all of them and overpowered them, so 
that they fled out of that house naked and wounded.”

In both of these stories the characters were seeking to benefit from the Lord 
in order to be seen as great in themselves, instead of seeking to follow and 
worship Him as the only true God. Their motivation was born out of a love 
for themselves, not for the love of God.

Today is the beginning of the Third Week of Advent. Each week we are 
reminded that Advent means “coming” or “arrival” and is largely a season 
of expectation, of anticipation, of preparation and of longing for the Lord to 
return to us that all things might be made new and made right. We remind 
ourselves that Jesus came in his first Advent as a child in the manger, but 
when he returns again he will come as King of Kings and Lord of Lords. It 
should be a time filled with joy as we reflect on the love of God for his 
children. It should make us long to behold him face to face. When that is 
our focus, it changes how we think and view everything else. That’s what 
the response to all that God has done for us in Christ should be, but often it 
isn’t.

Our primary focus today will be on our Epistle reading from Philippians 
4:4–9, but let’s first lay a foundation to build upon. 

In his book, City of God, St. Augustine observed that our most common 
problem with love is not that we don’t love, but that we love the wrong 
things which sets the direction of our lives. When you love the wrong thing 
or love a good thing but make it the greatest thing, it can turn and ruin 
you. Your disordered heart needs to be recalibrated.
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The Scriptures are designed to allow us to see the world and ourselves as 
God sees them. The unbelieving world wants everyone to not be under 
what they consider the crushing burden and slavery to a worldview that 
speaks of a god to which we are all accountable. Instead they claim we 
should strive to see the world and everyone in it through the lens of their 
humanness. No moral absolutes, no objective truth, no sin, and therefore 
no need for repentance. We have become just like the situation in Israel at 
the end of the Book of Judges 21:25, “In those days there was no king in 
Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes.” This is where we are 
in much of our culture, but it must be stopped, and it starts with God’s 
people allowing Him to recalibrate their hearts.

For those who have decided to follow Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord, he 
has given his Holy Spirit to open their hearts to the Lord, which removes 
the blinders from their eyes and recalibrates the heart. When our hearts are 
recalibrated the way we think changes. The renewed mind of the believer is 
not trained to only think about Christian topics. It’s a mind that by God’s 
grace has learned to think about everything from a Christian perspective. 
When this happens God is glorified in us, and it also strengthens our ability 
to persuade others of the truths of God’s Word. When our mind is renewed 
our desires and goals change from selfishness, to longing that God might 
be glorified in us and through us. 

This morning we read Psalm 85 where the Psalmist reflects back on the past 
with thankfulness, remembering the salvation of God. He looks ahead to 
the future with confidence, all the while dealing with God’s wrath in the 
present. The psalm is a lament crying out to God for revival. This is a great 
example of focusing on God’s faithfulness in the past and finding hope for 
the future, even though the present seems hopeless. The Psalmist allows his 
heart to be recalibrated so that he might focus his energies on God’s mercy 
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and remember that God has shown himself to be a forgiving God. So the 
basis of his lament is confidence in the character and nature of God. Listen 
again to Psalm 85:4–7,

Restore us again, O God of our salvation, and put away your 
indignation toward us! Will you be angry with us forever? Will you 
prolong your anger to all generations? Will you not revive us 
again, that your people may rejoice in you? Show us your steadfast 
love, O Lord, and grant us your salvation.

The past mercies of God were a reminder to both God and Israel that God 
alone could change their situation. The psalmist remembered God’s favor 
and mercy in the past which gave him hope for the present. This was an 
intentional decision to trust God to continue to be merciful instead of 
giving in to the hopelessness of the present darkness.

Let’s turn now to our Epistle reading from Philippians 4:4–5, 

Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice. 5 Let your 
reasonableness be known to everyone. The Lord is at hand;

Most likely the Apostle Paul was writing this letter from prison in Rome 
towards the end of his life. He had become an expert on rejoicing in the 
Lord in spite of his circumstances. What he received from Jesus and the 
anointing presence of the Holy Spirit changed his way of thinking about 
everything including persecution and the assurance that he was going to be 
executed for his unwavering faith in the Lordship of Jesus Christ. In the 
first part of Philippians 4, he encouraged the church in Philippi to help two 
women who were not getting along. They had both been faithful and 
courageous fellow workers with Paul and were apparently persons of great 
influence in the church. Paul’s main concern was not that they agree with 
each other on everything but that they both manifest the same attitude that 
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he had written in Philippians 2:2, “complete my joy by being of the same 
mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.”                                 

Their attitudes were essential if there was to be unity in the church. Paul’s 
joy wasn’t based on a positive mental attitude or seeing through rose-
colored glasses but was the confidence he had that God was literally with 
him. He knew that God was in control of all things throughout all of 
creation. He trusted God’s plan for his life and kept the promises of God 
before him in his thinking. What he experienced really was joy in the Lord. 

Paul exhorts them to be reasonable or gentle with each other, having a 
forgiving spirit, seeing that Jesus was the perfect example of that. If this 
was the case in their lives then there wouldn’t be the insistence on their 
own rights. Basically the command of the law to “love God with all your 
heart, soul, mind, and strength and love your neighbor as yourself” would 
unlock the secret of joy. Paul’s assurance that “the Lord is at hand” could 
have twofold meaning: 

1. He is coming again which provides hope in the struggle. Kind of the 
same attitude we saw in the Psalmist from Psalm 85. Paul is 
encouraging the Philippian Christians to think back to all that God had 
already done in the past and let that help them think and act more 
Christlike in the present.   

2.  He is with us in His abiding presence because we are united with Him 
through Christ. Both of these give us plenty of reason to find hope and 
joy in every situation. They needed to remember that Jesus was with 
them now and would be with them fully in the future. Think about the 
words said every Sunday in the Eucharist as we consecrate the elements, 
“Sanctify us also, that we may worthily receive this holy Sacrament, and 
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be made one body with Him, that He may dwell in us and we in Him.” 
Focusing on this is a great remedy against fear and anxiety. 

Let’s read Philippians 4:6–7, 

do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and 
supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to 
God. 7And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will 
guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

Paul points out that anxiety is incompatible with an attitude of rejoicing in 
the Lord in every circumstance. It’s actually the very opposite of trust in 
God. 

Jesus in his “Sermon on the Mount” gave the same command, 

“Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you 
will eat or what you will drink, nor about your body, what you will 
put on. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing?” 

but he follows this with the solution to anxiety in verses 33–34, 

“But seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all 
these things will be added to you. Therefore do not be anxious about 
tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself. Sufficient for the 
day is its own trouble.”

Let’s face it sometimes anxiety is unavoidable due to circumstances outside 
of our control. Things can happen suddenly that change the course of our 
lives and we are left with no apparent solution. Certainly Paul isn’t 
suggesting that we turn away and ignore the circumstances of our lives. 
Remember he is writing from prison, knowing that he is going to be 
beheaded very soon. I don’t for one minute doubt that Paul had moments 
of fear and anxiety as he faced his bleak circumstances, but he found a way 
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to deal with them that actually changed his whole outlook on the 
situations. 

He remembered that Jesus was right there with him and he could turn and 
offer prayers of concern, handing to Jesus the anxiety of the situation that 
he couldn’t face alone. Because of what he knew about his Lord he could 
bring his fear, anxiety, doubt, and uncertainty to Him with thanksgiving 
that he wasn’t alone with his burdens. As a result his reward was that the 
Lord gave him a peace, a peace from God’s own Spirit that humanly 
speaking did not seem to be in line with his circumstances. The 
circumstance was the same, it didn’t change, but Paul’s ability to handle it 
was due to his focus on the Lord who was the source of all life and 
blessing. 

Think about this for a moment. We have all experienced fear, panic, anxiety 
and an inability to pick ourselves up by our own bootstraps. 

Anxiety changes the way we think, it makes it hard to sleep, or sometimes 
to wake up. We have physical reactions like rapid heartbeat, nausea, 
headache, irritability, feelings of hopelessness and many others. I guarantee 
the Apostle Paul was well acquainted with each one of these, but he 
discovered the secret to overcoming these things and it was through prayer 
and thanksgiving. It was through turning everything over to the Lord that 
brought the peace that can only come from God intervening in the 
situation, while not necessarily changing it. 

The process is all a part of the refining fire and fullers soap that we talked 
about last week. God is actively moving to deepen our relationship with 
Him that results in the perfect peace of God.

The Bible describes three great aspects of peace that relate to God.
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1. Peace from God: Paul continually used this as the opening of his letters; 
it reminds us that our peace comes to us as a gift from God.

2.  Peace with God: This describes a relationship that we enter into with 
God through the finished work of Jesus Christ on the cross.

3.  The Peace of God: This is the peace spoken of in Philippians 4:7. It is 
beyond “all understanding,” that is beyond our ability to conceive of it.

 In answer to the question, “What is God’s peace?” Charles Spurgeon 
wrote, 

The unruffled serenity of the infinitely-happy God, the eternal 
composure of the absolutely well-contented God. 

Which surpasses all understanding: It isn’t that it is senseless and therefore 
impossible to understand, but that it is beyond our ability to understand 
and to explain—therefore it must be experienced. It’s not a synthetic feeling 
brought about with pharmaceuticals, but the real, active and perfect peace 
found only in and through Christ. This peace doesn’t just surpass the 
understanding of the worldly man; it surpasses all understanding. Even 
the godly man cannot comprehend this peace, but he can rest in it.

 Guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus: The word guard speaks of a 
military action. This is something that the peace of God does for us; it is a 
peace that is on guard over our heart and mind. It is a verb that denotes an 
action coming from God on behalf of the believer. That serves as a great 
comfort to me, knowing that what God is offering is the real deal, the very 
peace and joy I was designed for. A peace that continues to be available 
without a prescription or limited refills.

Finally, let’s read Philippians 4:8–9,
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Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever 
is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is 
commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy 
of praise, think about these things. 9What you have learned 
and received and heard and seen in me—practice these things, 
and the God of peace will be with you.

We began by discussing how our desires, passions and longings shape and 
drive our lives. The human mind will always attach itself to something, so 
it is vitally important that we attach it to the right things. 

Paul is essentially saying that in a world that is full of things that are 
sordid, filthy, godless, lifeless, and lead to ruined lives, that the Christian 
must be preoccupied with that which is virtuous and invites the approval 
of God, and which deserves to be a witness to men of how God has 
brought change into our hearts.

Paul begins with “whatever is true” and this is so essential for us today 
because we live in an age of relativism. Allan Bloom in his book The Closing 
of the American Mind writes, 

There is one thing a professor can be absolutely sure of: 
almost every student entering the university believes, or says 
he believes that truth is relative.  1

It is grievous that moral relativism is so rampant in our country. Many 
believe that there are no moral absolutes, and everyone must decide for 
themselves what is good and what is evil. Paul is teaching we must begin 
with God’s word as our standard and rule of life. 

  Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind, New York: Simon and Schuster, 1987, p.251
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Paul’s list of things on which we should meditate translates well from the 
Greek to the English; there is no great need for elaboration upon each item.

Whatever is true…honorable... just... pure... lovely... commendable... 
excellent... praiseworthy: These, Paul writes are the fruit and the food of 
the mind that is guarded by the peace of God. When we put these good 
things into our mind, they stay in our mind and then come forth from us. 
Much of the Christian life comes down to the mind. 

Romans 12:2, 

Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the 
renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the 
will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.

2 Corinthians 10:5,

We destroy arguments and every lofty opinion raised against the 
knowledge of God, and take every thought captive to obey Christ

Paul had the integrity to present himself as an example of all these things 
to the Philippians. He really could say, “Follow me as I follow Jesus.” If the 
Philippians did as Paul had instructed, not only would they have the 
peace of God, but the God of peace would also be with them.

Now the list that Paul presents certainly seems to be a laudable goal 
doesn’t it. We could write them all down on note cards and place them 
around the house or in our cars. We could make a resolution to try one in 
particular every day and at the end of a few weeks or maybe a month we 
will be thoroughly frustrated. 

The virtues of which Paul is speaking here—this multifaceted virtue—is 
the fruit that grows on the tree of salvation. This is not sanctification by 
self-effort. This is the indwelling power of the Spirit of God bringing the 
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Word of God to us and channeling us in the paths of righteousness for his 
name’s sake. Here is fruit that grows on the tree of salvation. The trunk of 
the tree is faith, and its roots are embedded in grace.

If we step back from the canvas for just a moment, if we see the big picture, 
then we learn this: that if we’re going to enjoy the power of God at work 
within us, if we’re going to know his peace upholding us, if we’re going to 
know his presence securing us, then take the whole section that we read. 
Surround our circumstances in prayer. We can do more than pray after 
we’ve prayed, but not until. Drill our minds in godly thinking. Subject our 
lives to the Word of God. 

It’s a call to each of us to live in the realm of the real versus the phony; the 
serious, not the frivolous; the right, not the convenient; the clean, not the 
dirty; the loving, not the selfish; the helpful, not the critical. In short, it is a 
reminder to us that we are supposed to be like Jesus. If we are to find hope 
and peace during this Advent it must start there.

Let’s pray. 
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