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Philippians 4:4 10-20-19 

Rejoice 

We return this morning to Paul’s letter to the church at Philippi and we read from chapter four, 

starting at verse one. 1-4 Therefore, my beloved brethren whom I long to see, my joy and crown, in 

this way stand firm in the Lord, my beloved. 2I urge Euodia and I urge Syntyche to live in harmony 

in the Lord. 3Indeed, true companion, I ask you also to help these women who have shared my 

struggle in the cause of the gospel, together with Clement also and the rest of my fellow workers, 

whose names are in the book of life. 4Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice! We find 

here an exhortation to stand firm in our faith. We see a frank acknowledgement that sometimes in 

the church there will be conflict, even among wonderful Christian people. We are challenged to seek 

unity with one another. We are reminded of this mystery of the book of life in which are written the 

names of all the redeemed from before foundations of the world, but our focus today will be on that 

last verse 4 Rejoice in the Lord always; again I say rejoice. This is written by the apostle Paul, the 

same man who said in Acts 20 that he constantly ministered among the people of his churches with -

-- with what? With tears. He said his ministry was marked by tears. And if you know the apostle 

Paul you know that he often writes of his tears. But what he writes of even more frequently is his 

joy. Joy was a mark of the apostle’s life and a major part of his teaching. And so, we encounter it 

here as he admonishes us to always be rejoicing in the Lord. We are going to sit on this one verse for 

our time today, and we will look at what it shows us about the duty of joy, “rejoice,” the sphere of 

joy, “in the Lord” and the time of joy, “always.” Those are our three points but we’ll go backwards 

thru this text because the thing that most catches our attention is the time of joy which is very plainly 

stated to be always or all the time you are to rejoice.  

   Most everyone who has lived has known moments of cheerfulness and gaiety, in times of plenty 

and well-being, but the idea of rejoicing always is a concept that is foreign, at least to the unbeliever, 

if not also to some Christians. For that word “always” admits of no exceptions. I was once told by a 

teacher that there would be no excused absences from his class except for a death in your immediate 

family, namely your own. But this command doesn’t even permit death to be an exception. Always 

is always and it is its unconditional nature that makes this a ruthless command. There is no reprieve 

in hard times. You could take the word “always” out of the verse and insert anything. Rejoice in the 

Lord when you are sick. Rejoice in the Lord when you get fired. Rejoice in the Lord when war 

breaks out, when famine strikes, when your child is hurting, when the car won’t start, when you fill 
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in the blank. In fact, why don’t you do that right now there on your Scripture sheet at the bottom 

where it says, “I will rejoice in the Lord when _____” and you fill in the blank with something that 

usually makes you mad or sad or anxious. “When the baby is sick” or “when the boss is unfair” or 

“when I’ve got a headache.” You finished? Good! Later on put that in your purse or your Bible, 

wherever it will be closest when needed. And when your boss gets on your case or whatever it is, 

pull it out and forget not the word of the Lord.  

    One Saturday evening I came to my office to spend some extra time in prayer. It had been a 

hard week for me. I had gotten caught up in some stresses that just dominated my thought life all 

week and dragged me down and drained me of joy. But on this Saturday evening, I walked outside 

toward the sunset over the park with a chorus book and began to sing , “Here I am to worship, Here I 

am to bow down, here I am to say that You’re my God.” And the Spirit of the Lord just came. He 

broke through all my anxieties. He showed me anew how much bigger He is then all my little 

problems. And He filled me with joy. The problems were still there, but they could no longer stop 

the joy. I began to just laugh at how silly I had been to get so uptight. I began to dance and shout and 

sing. And it was the truth of who God is, applied to my heart by His Spirit, not a change in 

circumstances that set my heart free. Surely, Paul has in view even hard times when he wrote these 

words. He wrote to a people who were suffering. And he himself didn’t pen these words while 

enjoying Thanksgiving dinner with his family. He wrote from a Roman prison confinement where 

he awaited the verdict on his case. Yet he says “rejoice.” But the very fact that Paul wrote this, and 

the Lord he refers to is Jesus Christ should tell us something about the joy we are called to. Just a 

few verses prior to this Paul was weeping. Philippians 3:18 For many walk, of whom I often told 

you, and now tell you even weeping, that they are enemies of the cross of Christ. And as for Jesus,  

He wept – over the death of Lazarus, over the sin of Jerusalem, and over his own death. So, this joy 

we are called to is something more than surface-level frivolity, it is more than outward cheerfulness, 

it is a deep inward joy that goes deeper than tears and is somehow not inconsistent with sadness and 

grief. It concerns me when I see Christians mistake an ignorant silliness with Christian joy. The man 

of God knows heaviness of heart. He also knows warfare with the flesh and the devil. Paul struggled 

with his sin. And not only is that struggle not inconsistent with joy, I believe you will never know 

the full joy of salvation, until you see the black ugliness of your own sin. But along with it all there 

is a deep and abiding joy.  
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     Now, with just a little bit of thought you can see that a joy that is always present cannot be 

dependent on one’s circumstances. Because circumstances change, right? Good health or wealth or 

relationships come and go – everything changes. So, Christian joy is based on faith in One who does 

not change. A call to joy is an appeal to faith. I Peter 1:8 And though you have not seen Him, you 

love Him and though you do not see him now, but believe in Him, you greatly rejoice with joy 

inexpressible and full of glory. This joy flows out of trust in an unchanging Lord and because of that 

Jesus could tell his disciples in John 11:22 that “no one takes your joy from you.” Interesting, 

because we are always thinking that other people and other things rob us of our joy. The Lord says, 

“No.” No one, nothing can do that to us. Our joy is in  the unchanging Lord. And if we have an 

earthquake that moves the foundations of our planet the Christian can simply rejoice that His God 

can shake the world. The Christian can only rejoice always because the Lord – His spring of joy – is 

an unchanging rock. In the midst of a world in flux the Lord is the same yesterday, today and 

forever. Rejoicing can only be “always” if it is in the Lord. Look at Habakkuk chapter 3. Habakkuk 

the prophet had just received some tragic news and knew he was facing hard times ahead. 

Circumstantially there was no cause for joy. He looked ahead and saw death, desolation, destruction. 

But he says in verse 16-18 I heard and my inward parts trembled, at the sound my lips 

quivered. Decay enters my bones, and in my place I tremble. Because I must wait quietly for the day 

of distress, for the people to arise who will invade us. 17Though the fig tree should not blossom and 

there be no fruit on the vines, though the yield of the olive should fail and the fields produce no 

food, though the flock should be cut off from the fold and there be no cattle in the stalls, 18Yet I will 

exult in the LORD, I will rejoice in the God of my salvation. 

      It is, (and this is point 2) in the Lord that we exult, that we rejoice. He, the unchanging 

Sovereign is the cause of joy. Really? To some that may not make sense because you see God as a 

stern joy-killer, as the type of God who is always looking to see who is having too much fun so He 

can squish ’em. But, friend, don’t you see how wrong that is? Our joy is in the Lord. The Gallup 

survey I mentioned last week shows that people who identified themselves as “highly spiritual” are 

twice as likely as others to be happy. There is a connection here. In Psalm 37:4 we are exhorted to 

delight ourselves in the Lord. And to the question, “What is the chief end of man?” our great 

catechism says, “Man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy Him forever.” He is the object of our 

rejoicing. And if I simply rejoiced in my wife – it couldn’t be always. If I rejoice in my kids – it 

couldn’t be always. If I rejoice in the Florida Gators or the Steelers – it wouldn’t be always. These 
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things change, they fail, they let you down. But fix your joy on Christ and it will always be around. 

Rejoice in the Lord because He is the source of Joy. 

     Now, one thing this means is that Christian joy is not to be found in the amusements of this 

world.  This is one reason why our joy is not well-understood by unbelievers and why a perfectly 

happy Christian can be accused of being a party pooper or even gloomy. John McNeill writes: What 

substance is there in the view that Christians are gloomy folk? Is it anything more than a reflection 

of the fact that they do not much frequent the amusement factories created to serve up a little 

merriment to those who have no means of producing their own supply? Sadly, the notion that 

serving God is a joyless enterprise is often found within the church as well as without. There is the 

story of the poorly attended prayer meeting where one man prayed, “Lord, bless us all who have 

come here to pray while everyone else is out having a good time.” Oh brethren, don’t be so foolish. 

Paul says to rejoice, not in pleasure, not in status, not in wealth, health or any circumstance. He said, 

“Rejoice in the Lord.”  I’ll never forget eating at a restaurant one evening with a Christian friend 

when I noticed two couples at one table where they all raised their cocktails and said, “To the good 

life.” I couldn’t believe it. I thought I was watching a commercial or something. “To the good life.” 

Now, I can’t be sure, but I don’t think they said that with God in mind. They were thinking of 

daiquiris and shrimp and knew nothing of what the good life and joy are really all about. Joy belongs 

to the Christian! And the Christian alone! Oh how I love that hymn by John Newton in which he 

writes, “Fading is the world’s best pleasure, all its boasted pomp and show. Solid joys and lasting 

treasure none but Zion’s children know.” And Zion’s children know these solid joys in the Lord. It 

doesn’t matter where you are geographically. It doesn’t say, “Rejoice in Pittsburgh” or “Rejoice at 

home.” Or “Rejoice on the Riviera” it says, “Rejoice in the Lord.” Christian, wherever the Lord is, 

that is where you rejoice.  

      The time of joy is always, the sphere of joy is in the Lord; and now finally, the duty of joy – 

rejoice. 4 Rejoice in the Lord always; again I say rejoice. This is a command, in the imperative 

form. Rejoicing is presented as our duty. Isn’t that odd? I know of no other religion in the world that 

teaches joy as a duty. To Stoics or to Vulcans, like Star Trek’s Spock, joy is even looked upon 

negatively. For stoics are fatalists. They say, “What will be will be. Don’t get ruffled by anything.” 

The Christian however, believing the Sovereign power to be inclined to our good must rejoice. 

Jonathan Edwards says that joy is the primary duty of the Christian. John Gerstner said that God 

promises terrible things to anyone who will not be happy. It sounds odd, but it’s true. Joy is the 
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Christian’s duty, and a mark of the man of faith. Jesus promised his followers an abundant life and 

one of the fruits of the Spirit is joy. Now, this doesn’t mean that you are to be a phony or to wear a 

pasted-on happy face all the time. And it doesn’t mean you have to all express joy in the same way. 

Temperaments differ. Some of you have bubbly, effervescent personalities. Some don’t. Some 

express joy quietly, others shout. Temperament is not the issue, joy is. And whoever you are, if joy 

is not a part of your religious experience there is reason to question what religion you’ve got. Isaiah 

65:18 Be glad and rejoice forever in what I create; for behold, I create Jerusalem for rejoicing and 

her people for gladness. We whom the Lord has called out to be His were created not just for His 

glory, and certainly not just for being rescued from hell. We are destined and purposed for gladness, 

for joy. This is what God has in mind for us. Isn’t that cool! That is a revolutionary idea that I want 

to permeate my life more thoroughly than ever. Joy is taught in God’s word as a key mark of the true 

Christian. Now certainly you can be a back-slidden believer and nothing is more miserable than one 

of those, but my point remains. If joy isn’t there, something is fouled up with you and the Lord. 

Something is calling for repentance.  

     Oh how I would that you might join me in seeking this holy joy, for joy is not only a mark of 

faith, it is a tremendous benefit to faith. There’s an old line that says, “a sad heart tires in a mile.” 

But the Scriptures say in Nehemiah 8:10 that “the joy of the Lord is your strength.” I think you know 

the difference. A job without joy is endless drudgery. But joy makes time fly, and gives wings to 

weary bodies. I’ve come to believe that there is no way you can live the Christian life, no way you 

can obey God where it’s hard, unless you are experiencing holy joy.  

      So, even if you agree with me on this there is still a huge question that must be answered. How 

do we get there from here? How do we find this joy? Well, first of all we have to start by wanting it. 

There is a once-popular Christian book entitled, “Happiness is a Choice” I two reactions to the title. 

Reaction one is that such a proposal is a case of grand oversimplification. There is more to happiness 

than just choosing it. My second reaction to the title is that what it communicates is, for the most 

part, quite true. Most people have never consciously and doggedly chosen happiness. In fact, I find 

that the greater part of humankind has opted for sadness. Don’t you know folks whose only real 

pleasure is complaining? Happiness would rob them of their whole purpose for being. I really, truly 

saw a bumper sticker once that says, Misery is an option. And strangely, it is an option that many on 

this fallen planet have chosen. I urge you my friend, choose joy! Choose joy in the Lord! Say that to 

God today and understand when you say it that you are choosing joy over other things. Joy’s 
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competitors are pride and selfishness and self-righteousness. You can’t have that stuff and have joy. 

But the choice is yours. If you can really choose joy over sin then say that to God. And then let’s 

live consistently with that. What does that mean? Does it mean you grit your teeth real hard and 

concentrate on smiling like this? Well, some of that isn’t bad, but it obviously doesn’t do the trick. 

John Piper wrote a book with an interesting title. It is called, When I Don’t Desire God: How to 

Fight For Joy. Fighting for joy? Sounds strange doesn’t it? We think joy either just drops on us or 

doesn’t. But there is a way to go after it. Joy flows from a life with God and a lifestyle that is 

pleasing to Him. But there are some things you can consciously do that will  make a big difference 

in your level of joy. The first is very general and it is this: Obey the commandments of God John 

15:10-11 If you keep My commandments, you will abide in My love; just as I have kept My Father's 

commandments and abide in His love. 11"These things I have spoken to you so that My joy may be in 

you, and that your joy may be made full. You want a full joy? Obey. Until you are ready to live with 

Christ as your commanding Lord, you can forget about this constant Christian joy. Emotional 

meetings will not produce it. Grand religious experience will not produce it. It comes with humble, 

self-denying obedience.  

      The second thing you can do to obey the commandment in Philippians 4:4 is to obey the one in 

4:8 Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, 

whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and if anything worthy of 

praise, dwell on these things. Some people have this masochistic mind that is constantly filled with 

the evil and the false and the ugly. They dwell on people’s faults and they seem to see no good, hear 

no good or speak no good. How about you? What impresses you more the grace of God or the sin of 

man? Which dominates your thoughts and your emotions? Man, I want to be someone who is 

constantly impressed with grace and with what is true, honorable right, pure, and lovely. But that’s 

hard and maybe you need to put this verse on a card and wear it on your nose. Jeremy Taylor said of 

the professing Christian, “He that has so many causes of joy is very much in love with sorrow and 

peevishness if he forgets all these pleasures and chooses to sit down on his little handful of thorns.” 

Man that speaks to me. And convicts me. Hear it again. “He that has so many causes of joy is very 

much in love with sorrow and peevishness if he forgets all these pleasures and chooses to sit down 

on his little handful of thorns.” What we so often do is to take the little frustrations of life or the 

offenses given by others and hold them so close to our vision that we block out of sight the 

incredible love of God. What is bigger in your thinking? What impacts your emotional life most? 
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The sins of men or the perfection and love of Christ? That will depend on where you set your mind, 

what you hold close to your spiritual vision.  

   Meditation then is vital for joy. Meditation on what is good and lovely. But also, and this is my 

third joy-producer – meditation on the truth. Because, praise God, for the Christian, the truth is 

joyous. So, let your mind dwell on it. Psalm 16:7-8a I will bless the LORD who has counseled 

me; indeed, my mind instructs me in the night. I have set the LORD continually before me. He’s 

talking about meditating on God. 8b-11 Because He is at my right hand, I will not be shaken. 

9Therefore my heart is glad and my glory rejoices; my flesh also will dwell securely. 10For You will 

not abandon my soul to Sheol; nor will You allow Your Holy One to undergo decay. 11You will make 

known to me the path of life; in Your presence is fullness of joy. Just look at the truth here. God is 

with me. He will not let me die. He teaches me, therefore my heart is glad. Joy is promoted by the 

truth. John Piper writes about how children have this inbred capacity for exuberance, even calves 

will dance in the April sun, but then he notes we grow out of that as we hit adolescence. He writes: 

We try to find it again in a hundred artificial ways, but it is gone. We’ve grown up. We know too 

much now. Or could it be that we know too little? Could it be that we have grown up halfway? Out 

of the naïve exuberance of childhood into the doubt-covered realism of half-adulthood. Listen to 

what Piper says next. Reenter doctrine. The whole counsel of God. (By that Piper means the 

Christian teaching of Scripture) It is the new foundation of exuberance when the naivete of 

childhood won’t work anymore, but it’s different. The old foundation could not handle reality, but 

the new foundation sees everything- cancer, terrorism, divorce, depression – it sees and feels 

everything. Nevertheless it does not break or sink – not in the hospital and not in jail. This is the 

whole counsel of God. If you intend to dance in the April sun, just remember, either you do it with 

your eyes closed or you do it on the great granite tableland of the whole counsel of God, also known 

as doctrine.  

    This, the truth, is the fuel of joy. Psalm 119:162 I rejoice at Your word, as one who finds great 

spoil. William Hendricksen writes this: For Paul such reasons for his unspeakable and glorious joy 

were the following: that he was a saved individual whose purpose was in his entire person to 

magnify Christ, that this Savior in whose cross, crown and coming again he glories, was able and 

willing to supply his every need, that others too were being saved, the apostle himself was being 

used by God for this glorious purpose, that he had many friends and helpers in the gospel cause, 

who together formed a glorious fellowship in the Lord, that God was causing all things, even bonds, 
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to work together for good, so that even death is gain when life is Christ, and that at all times he has 

freedom of access to the throne of grace. Wow! The greatest promoter of joy is the majestic truth 

about our salvation. Remember when the disciples came to Jesus after their preaching journey and 

they were so excited about how they could cast out demons, but Jesus said Luke 10:20 Nevertheless 

do not rejoice in this, that the spirits are subject to you, but rejoice that your names are recorded in 

heaven Rejoice in salvation. Isaiah 61:10 I will rejoice greatly in the LORD, my soul will exult in my 

God; for He has clothed me with garments of salvation, He has wrapped me with a robe of 

righteousness, as a bridegroom decks himself with a garland, and as a bride adorns herself with her 

jewels. If you understand salvation brethren, the breadth and length and height and depth of the love 

of Christ, you cannot not rejoice. This is all over the Psalms Psalm 13:5-6 But I have trusted in Your 

lovingkindness; my heart shall rejoice in Your salvation. 6I will sing to the LORD, because He has 

dealt bountifully with me. Psalm 35:9a My soul shall rejoice in the Lord. And what does that mean?  

9b It shall exult in His salvation. Now, if you have never experienced this salvation, you have no 

reason for joy. But brethren, in Christ, you have been delivered from the guilt and power of sin, from 

hell and futility into a position of eternal blessedness in a relationship of love with your God. You 

have heaven before you and right now you are a child of God. And He cannot be unhappy who can 

cry, “Abba Father.” With all these things true of us, is it any wonder that Paul could lay before us as 

our duty that we should rejoice, in the Lord, always. Christian, it is time to loosen up, let go of your 

sour grapes, and lay hold of the truth of God, for your witness to the world, for you own benefit and 

for the glory of God. Rejoice in the Lord always. Again I say rejoice!  

  

  


