
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study When 
Circumstances Overwhelm. Surely Paul had difficult circumstances when he wrote his 
letter to the church at Philippi. But he didn’t react with whining, warring, or worry. 
Instead he rejoiced, relaxed, and made his requests known to God. As such he models 
for us what to do when life’s circumstances weigh us down.  
Introduction:  
Author Bob Reccord tells the story of being annoyed by a singing bird while in the midst 
of a painful physical circumstance. It was a rainy, blustery, and all around miserable day 
but this bird kept singing. The next day was sunny and far more pleasant. The bird was 
singing the same song. Reccord was rebuked by God’s creature: 

Then an amazing truth hit me head on: the bird sang in the cold rain as well as 
the sunny warmth. His song was not altered by outward circumstances, but it 
was held constant by an internal condition. It was as though God quietly said to 
me, "You've got the same choice, Bob. You will either let external circumstances 
mold your attitude, or your attitude will rise above the external circumstances. 
You choose!" 

Paul wrote Philippians from prison, hardly a sunny day. Much of what Paul wrote in 2 
Corinthians 11:24-29 had either already happened to him or he was going through it. A 
great work of God was breaking out in Philippi and then the whole thing was put to a 
stop and Paul ended up chained to a Roman guard. But Paul was like that bird. He sang 
regardless of the sun or the rain. Rather than seeing himself chained to Rome he saw 
God’s hand in chaining the gospel to Rome. So when Paul gives a few seemingly 
random exhortations in Philippians 4:4-7 he is living what he is preaching. These three 
exhortations are actually an answer to the question of what to do whenever 
circumstances overwhelm us.  

1. Rejoice instead of whining 
 
Paul says here to “rejoice always”. That seems quite impossible, doesn’t it? But Paul 
isn’t a guy living in a cozy environment doling out impossible to accomplish directives. 
We can read Paul’s story in Acts 16:16-40. After casting a demon out of a slave girl, 
Paul and Silas are thrown in prison on trumped up charges because the slave girl’s 
owner didn’t like losing his money-maker. And what do they do in prison? They sing 
worship songs. They rejoiced instead of whining.  
 
The beauty of God shines brightest in the midst of trials when “normal” people would be 
in despair but the child of God shines brightly. We see to from Acts 16 that this type of 
thing is contagious. Just a few verses later the Philippian jailer asks them, “Sirs, what 
must I do to be saved”. Certainly, he saw their joy. Certainly, he must have wondered 
what type of really big God these men must have that we can beat them and yet they 
praise Him.   
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How is such a joy possible? I think D.A. Carson provides a great answer: 

 
The cure for a crushed and bitter spirit is to see Christ Jesus the Lord and then to 
rejoice in him.  Lurking and nourished sins are always a sign that our vision of 
Jesus is dim and that our joy in him has evaporated with the morning dew.  By 
contrast, the believer who practices rejoicing in the Lord will increasingly discover 
balm in the midst of heartache, rest in the midst of exhausting tension, love in the 
midst of loneliness, and the presence of God in control of excruciating 
circumstances.  Such a believer never gives up the Christian walk.  Resolve 
always to rejoice in the Lord. 

 
2. Relax instead of warring 

 
After commanding us to be joyful the Lord then moves Paul to urge us to be gentle 
instead of warring.  We should, “Let [our] graciousness be known to everyone. The Lord 
is near.” The word for graciousness is one that is modeled by Jesus—one who does not 
insist upon his own rights. So, what Paul is saying here is that we must not get bent out 
of shape when we are wronged. When our circumstances overwhelm us our response 
shouldn’t be rage but reasonableness.  
 
I think Martin Lloyd-Jones explains it well: 
 

"I must be free from that spirit that insists upon the last ounce in every situation. It 
means the capacity to differentiate between what is really of vital importance and 
what is not, to stand like a rock by the things that are vital, but to be reasonable 
about the things that are not. It means not pressing my bargain to the very last 
drop of blood. It means being prepared, at times, and if necessary, to have less 
than is due for the sake of the Church and for the sake of others, but above all, 
for the Lord's sake.  

 
Paul also gives us a clue as to how this is possible when he says, “the Lord is near”. 
This is likely referring to the second coming of Jesus where he will make all things right. 
We don’t have to war because we know the end of the story. We can relax because we 
know all that truly matters is secure for us in Christ. Circumstances are temporal, Christ 
is eternal.  
 

3. Request instead of worry 
 
Lastly, we are commanded to pray instead of worry.  Worry is a dangerous and deadly 
thing.  I am certain that in the midst of persecution the Philippians would have had much 
cause for worry. But Paul calls the Philippians to place their trust in God. Just as Jesus 
said, worry adds nothing to our lives. Prayer may not give us exactly what we ask for. 
God is not a magical genie. But prayer will align our heart with the heart of God. Worry 
is really an idolatrous attempt to wrest control from the sovereign Lord of the universe. 
Prayer is a humble submission to his will. And when we pray we see that God gives us 
the grace of a peace which passes all understanding.  
Conclusion:  
When Jesus was being taken captive, Peter drew his sword (a perfect example of 
someone who was warring instead of relaxing) and he lopped off a guard’s ear.  Jesus 
then rebukes him and reminds him that if he wanted to he could call down more than 
twelve legions of angels to come to his rescue. Christ, through the joy set before him 
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endured the Cross—he saw that something was far better (his joy in the glory of God) 
than the pain of the Cross. Jesus rejoiced instead of whining. He relaxed instead of 
warring, and he made requests instead of worrying.  You never see throughout 
Scripture that Jesus worried.   
This means that you can trust Jesus. He has been there, he has done it, you can trust 
Him.  It is only in Him that joy is found, it is only through trust in Him that we will have 
this peace and obey these commands—so let us surrender ourselves to Christ.   
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