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“Rejoice in the Lord always.” Phil. 4:4a 
 
As the color of autumn leaves change, the harvest from our Garden for the Hungry 
comes to an end, and children and college students settle into a new school year, we 
are reminded that change is continually unfolding in our lives. This is also true in the life 
of our church. While we are not able to gather in person in our church in order to protect 
the safety of everyone, we are finding innovative ways to worship and care for one 
another and carry on our ministry in Madison County. In the midst of all of this change, 
we hear Paul reminding us to “Rejoice in the Lord always.” (Phil. 4.4a) This call to 
rejoice in the Lord at all times is quite remarkable when we understand the 
circumstances in which he wrote this. 

 

 Paul was in Philippi, which was a major city in the Roman province of Macedonia 
where Paul had begun the European phase of his missionary work. The city did not 
have a Jewish synagogue, so Paul preached outdoors. After he had performed an 
exorcism of a slave girl, he was arrested, flogged and imprisoned. It was from a prison 
cell that Paul wrote this letter to the small community of Christians in Philippi. These 
faithful Christians had sent one of their members to bring money to Paul. He in turn 
wrote a letter to thank them, tell them that they were beloved, and encourage them to 
stay the course in their faith journey. He also wanted to continue his teaching about how 
to live a life in Christ. 

  
 I have a small wooden cross with Paul’s message: “Rejoice in the Lord always.” 
(Phi. 4:4a) The cross is hung above my desk to remind me every day that there are 
always reasons to rejoice as Christians, even in the midst of the most difficult 
challenges we face. We can be inspired and guided by the teaching of Paul, who was 
able to do this even while he was imprisoned and faced an uncertain future. 

 
 Although he was physically separated from his friends in the small community of 
Christians he had founded, he remained near to them in his thoughts, heart and 
prayers. He was longing to be with his dear friends, who had labored side-by-side with 
him in his missionary work in that community. He wanted to assure them of his love for 
them and tell them how very proud he was of the work they were continuing to do in his 
absence. i 

 
Paul knew that there had been some quarrelling and disagreements among the 

members, so he urged them to iron out their differences, work together and do their 
best.ii That is really good advice for all of us when we encounter conflict, whether it is in 
our church, in our places of work, in our families, or in our community. During this 
pandemic, it has been a challenging time as we are not able to get out and do all of the 



many other things that we used to do that give us joy. We can remind ourselves to be 
patient and gentle with one another and ourselves.  

 
Paul advised the members of his church to let their gentleness be known to 

everyone (Phil. 4:5a). The Greek word that is translated as “gentleness” means more 
than just being gentle. It includes a generosity toward others. If we are always taking 
into consideration the cares and concerns of other people, we are following the teaching 
of Jesus, which is the way of love.  

 
Paul reminded and reassured his friends that “The Lord is near.” (Phil. 4.5) Take 

a moment to think about this. It is truly a comforting and reassuring thing to know that 
regardless of where we are or what our circumstances are, The Lord is near. Nothing 
can separate us from God’s loving presence and care. There is great comfort in 
knowing this. 

  
Paul encouraged his friends not to worry about anything and instead let their 

requests be known to God in prayer. I can appreciate why they were worried. Their 
leader had been cruelly flogged and imprisoned. They did not know if he would be 
released, die in prison, or be killed. They must have been terribly frightened that they 
might also be arrested. There were a small community of Christians living under the 
crushing rule of the Roman Empire during a time when Christians were being 
persecuted. Thankfully we live in a country in which we do not have to fear being 
persecuted, although many Christians in countries around the world do face 
persecution. 

 
We do however face other sorts of challenges in our nation at this time that are 

worrying. I like to think of worrying as being similar to sitting in a rocking chair. As we sit 
rocking back and forth, back and forth, we are doing something, but we are getting 
nowhere. Instead of worrying, we need to turn to God in prayer. I also know how very 
hard this can be to do. I will be the first to admit that I am a worrier. I think most of us 
have experienced worry at different times in our lives. Worrying can grip us in relation to 
our health, our finances, our work or job loss, struggles in our families, or vexing 
problems in our community and nation. The Anxiety and Depression Society of America 
estimates that anxiety affects 40 million adults every year.iii 

 
 So if you are a worrier like me, you are not alone. You are not alone for two 
reasons. There are many other people who also struggle with anxiety and they may 
have ideas and tips that are helpful in coping with anxiety. You are also not alone 
because God is always with you. I am sure this is why Paul was so deliberate in 
reassuring his dear friends in Philippi that the Lord is near. Paul assured them that if 
they turned to God in prayer, the “peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, 
would guard their hearts and minds in Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). I think we all yearn for 
that deep, comforting peace of God.  

  



Paul suggested that the peace of God will always be with us, if we devout 
ourselves to simple acts of kindness that are honorable, just, pure and pleasing. We can 
call or send a card to a friend, relative, or someone in church, who is homebound to let 
them know that they are beloved and remembered and not alone. We can bake some 
bread or cook a casserole to bring to someone, who is tired and weary from work. We 
can make sandwiches for homeless persons in our ministry in downtown Richmond. 
Mother Teresa said that we should do small things with great kindness. This is 
something that we can all do. 

 
 We can also experience the deep, abiding peace of God when we maintain a 
spirit of gratitude. If we know that the Lord is always near us, we can be thankful. We 
can appreciate the little things that bring us joy each day. It might be waking up to a day 
filled with warmth and sunshine, the smell of coffee brewing in the kitchen, the songs of 
birds outside, the laughter of children, the sound of beautiful music, an engaging book, 
a delicious meal, a phone call or a card from a dear friend in your mailbox. All of these 
little things can bring us peace and joy and are occasions to offer prayers of 
thanksgiving to God. 

 

If we look and pay attention, we can always see God’s action and presence in 
our lives. But we have to be intentional about looking for and appreciating all that God is 
doing in our lives and in the lives of others. This is why Paul, even while he was 
imprisoned was able to rejoice and experience a deep sense of inner peace. Paul 
viewed his struggle in prison as an opportunity for God to work through him as he wrote 
to and encouraged the Christians in Philippi.  

  
Paul encouraged the Christians in that small community of the early church to be 

patient, kind, and turn to non-anxious prayer. He encouraged them to remain steadfast 
in their work to build the Church and proclaim the good and liberating news of living a 
life in Jesus Christ. We too are all co-workers in the mission of the church. We can 
follow Paul’s advice and strive to “Be of the same mind in the Lord.” (Phil. 4.2) When we 
do this, we will experience the joy of God’s peace that surpasses all understanding. 
Amen. 
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