Christianity 101

Philippians 4:6-7

“CHRISTIANITY 101"
(Philippians 4:6-7)


“Be careful for nothing; but in every thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be known unto God.  And the peace of God, which passeth all understanding, shall keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus” (King James Version)


“Don’t fret or worry.  Instead of worrying, pray.  Let petitions and praises shape your worries into prayers, letting God know your concerns.  Before you know it, a sense of God’s wholeness, everything coming together for good, will come and settle you down.  It’s wonderful what happens when Christ displaces worry at the center of your life” (The Message, translated by Eugene Peterson)






If the basic meaning of the word “disciple” is a pupil, or a student, or a learner, then Christian discipleship is a lifetime spent in the school of Christ.  And since the key word used for a follower of Christ in the New Testament is the word “disciple,” no one can fairly be called a Christian who is not a daily pupil in the school of Christ.  Fundamentally, a disciple is a person who binds himself to a master teacher, sits at his feet, learns the lessons of life from him, and pursues in a practical way what he learns.  Jesus was referring to this discipline when He said, “Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me.”  But what is the curriculum in Christ’s classroom?  


There are a lot of lifetime lessons to be learned in the school of Christ, but there are some that seem to be much more important than others.  One of these major lessons is in our text for this study.  If a disciple of Christ would live, moment by moment, on the basis of this foundational text, many of his problems would be resolved and many of the seemingly elusive Christian benefits would automatically become his.  Remember, the school is the entire discipline of Christian discipleship.  The student is the individual Christian.  Christ’s school is like any other school in that there is a difference in the appreciation, apprehension and appropriation among the students, but the ideal is the same in all cases — the full education, full enjoyment and full employment of each student in the school.  The scholar who often teaches the “classes” and the “lessons” is the person who has excelled in the particular discipline in question.  And the standard is the revealed truth of the New Testament.  Our text gives us one of the most important standard lessons in the entire school.  This is “Christianity 101."  Here we will learn the first fundamentals of faith. Here we will see an ideal portrait of a disciple of Christ.    We may have to take the course again and again before we get a passing grade, but this is basic.


It is instructive to note as we approach this text that it occurs in Paul’s letter to the Philippians.  The city of Philippi was a Roman colony, and since it was a frontier colony, there was a garrison of Roman soldiers kept in occupation there.  Undoubtedly, Paul’s readers had seen many a time the troop movements of this garrison of soldiers in and around the city.  Using this background for his illustration and idea, Paul presented one of the greatest lessons of faith that can be learned.  We will seek to understand it as the Philippian readers themselves might have heard it.  


There are three primary symbols underlying the truths of this passage.  First is the symbol of a citadel, or a fortress.  In Paul’s statement, the citadel is a symbol of “your hearts and minds.”  Your heart and mind make up a vast sprawling complex within you, like a vast fortress.  Have you ever thought of your heart and mind as a vast military establishment?  Well, they are!  Your inner life is the battleground between good and evil.  The old Puritans spoke of your inner life as “the Empire of the Soul.”  This means that, however obscure you may seem to yourself and to others, you are really a vast inner empire, whose frontiers range further than you have ever explored and whose affairs of state are far more complex than you have ever imagined.


The second military symbol used in these verses is that of a siege.  The fact that a guard is needed (which we will see in just a moment) means that the enemy is near, and either may make a real attack, or has already done so.  The idea of this text is that an entire enemy army surrounds the fortress and is seeking to infiltrate and destroy it.  Your heart and your mind are surrounded by an army of subtle enemies, always seeking to gain an entrance and assume control within you.  Anxiety, fear, doubt, temptation, sin, sorrow — these and many more are at the gate, cunningly watching, waiting and working for admission.  The siege is made by all the factors of life that oppose Christian experience.

The final military symbol of the text is that of a sentry who patrols the gates.  A sentinel is patrolling the life of a committed Christian, guarding the entrances.  And this sentry, properly stationed, will hold the fort against every threatening intruder.  In the illustration, the sentry is the peace of God.  The peace of God, like some mighty sentinel angel, goes to and fro before the gate of our inner life, keeping back all intruders who would break in upon the affections and thoughts and capture them.  Do you see how vast and important this text is?  Now we will examine this lesson from the “Christian’s First Reader” in the “Christianity 101" curriculum more closely.  


I.  A PROHIBITION


The lesson begins with a negative prohibition.  It does not open negatively because God delights in imposing restrictions on our lives, but because the thing cautioned against is one of the most serious and widespread dangers in the Christian life.  “Be anxious for nothing,” it says.  The words “anxious” and “anxiety” come from the same root as the word “anger,” and this root word refers to the physical act of choking.  So Paul is writing here about something that chokes the life of faith.  Most modern translations of the Bible translate the statement, “Don’t worry about anything,”  and this translation places us on far more understandable ground.  This command is an echo of one of the crucial sections of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:25-34), a passage which requires a lifetime of study and review.  Both passages deal with a common and deadly sin among Christians.  In fact, this sin is so common that Alexander Maclaren, the great Scottish pastor, called this command “the impossible injunction.”  


A recent “Luann” cartoon in the Sunday newspaper recorded a conversation between Luann and her older brother.  With a downcast look and head cupped in her hands, Luann says, “I’m worried about this math test I have tomorrow, Brad.”  Brad responds, “Hey, welcome to ‘Worry School,’ Luann.”  Then he adds, “But you’re just at the start of your worries.  You’re only in ‘Beginning Worry.’  Next, you’ll move up to ‘Intermediate Worry’ — dating, puberty, greasy hair.  Then comes ‘Advanced Worry’ — money, car, career.  That’s where I am.  After that, you pick a couple of worries to major in.  Dad’s are the arms race and hair loss.  Mom’s are wrinkles and the ozone layer.  But you know what’s the biggest worry in ‘Worry School,’ Luann?”  Luann asks, “What?”  Brad leans over her threateningly and replies, “You never graduate!”  Maclaren’s title for this command, “the impossible injunction,” seems to be accurate, doesn’t it?

The Desperate Waste

The Bible points out the desperate waste of worry.  Psychologist Wayne Dyer describes worry and guilt as “the two great wastes” of life.  He is very likely correct, but for our purposes in this study, guilt will have to stand in line and wait its turn to be the subject of another study.  Worry is the subject of this one.  Worry is such a waste!  It irritates the spirit, ruffles the temper, upsets the balance of life, sponsors moodiness, sharpness and anger, sets a man at war with himself, his neighbor, God’s providence and God’s appointments — and what good has it ever done?  What good could it possibly do?  None whatever.  It is a desperate waste of time, energy, health, creative possibilities, even of life itself.  


Robert Burns, the quaint Scottish poet, put the dilemma in these vivid words:





“Human beings are such fools,

                                              For all their colleges and schools,  

                                              That when no real ills perplex them, 

                                              They manufacture enough themselves to vex them.”

The Deadly Wickedness

Furthermore, the Bible points out the deadly wickedness of worry.  It clearly declares that worry is atheistic in nature and turns a Christian into a practical heathen (Matthew 6:31-32).  John Henry Jowett, another great Scottish preacher, said, “Worry is an alloy which always debases the fine metal of Christian character.”  If these things are true, then our lives are characterized by desperate waste and deadly wickedness far more often than we think.    


Several years ago, the Hayden Planetarium decided to have some fun and to educate the public at the same time, so it offered to take reservations for imaginary space trips.  The sponsors were shocked when applications rolled in by the thousands.  Finally, someone concluded that so many people applied for the trips because they wanted a chance, even though it was only an imaginary one, to escape from all their troubles and worries.  In fact, one applicant wrote, “It would be heaven to get away from this troubled earth and to go some place where I wouldn’t have to worry.”  Let me say quickly, before there is a fresh run on Hayden Planetarium and everyone tries to get a ticket to Mars, that you cannot run away from your worries.  One woman spoke for many of us when she exclaimed, “Don’t tell me it doesn’t do any good to worry.  Most of the things I worry about never happen!”  Dear friend, the worry is within you, and if you are to get rid of it, you must attack it at its source.  And that is precisely what Paul’s statement is all about.  Among other things, it offers a battle-tested formula for overcoming worry.      


  Note that the brief prohibition that opens this passage, “Don’t worry about anything,” is followed abruptly by the word “but.”  Paul is turning a corner through that contradictory conjunction “but.”  He is moving from the negative prohibition to the positive counsel of the passage.  The word “but” implies that what follows is the sure preventive, the sure preservative, against the “worry-wart” disposition that tempts all of us.  On the two sides of the word “but” in this paragraph of Scripture, Paul constructs the two alternatives of life.  And it must be clearly understood that these are the only two alternatives of life.  This means that if you do not take the one course, you are sure to take the other.  If a man does not pray about everything, he will be worried about most things.  


Like Martha of old, the man who does not pray about everything will be “worried and troubled about many, many things,” when he might be like Mary, about whom Jesus said, “One thing is needful, and Mary has chosen the better course, which shall not be taken from her” (Luke 10:38-42).  Martha was dominated by the formula, “Hurry, scurry, worry — and bury!” while “Mary sat at Jesus’ feet, and heard His Word” (verse 39).  That story provides a dramatic illustration of the two alternatives presented in our text.


Martin Luther, with his usual clear perception and rough speech, said that each man’s heart contains two millstones.  If the man doesn’t put something between them to grind, they will grind each other.  God is the buffer, and the peace of God is the benefit!  It is because God is not in his proper place in a practical way in our hearts that the two stones rub the surface off of each other and release incredible friction into our total beings.  The only opponent which will win over worry is trust, and the only way to turn wicked and wasteful worry out of my heart is to usher God into it, and keep him resolutely in it — on His terms and according to the formula of our text.  So now we will explore that formula.

II.  THE PRESCRIPTION


Having “cleared the heart” through the negative prohibition, Paul now offers the positive prescription which will fill it with the serenity of heaven.  “In everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known unto God.”  The total prescription could be summarized in three sentences: Be careful for nothing.  Be prayerful about everything.  Be thankful for anything. 


Picture three circles on a page.  Place the word WORRY under one of the circles, the word PRAYER under the second circle, and the word THANKSGIVING under the third circle.  Inside the “Worry” circle, put the word, Nothing.  Inside the “Prayer” circle, put the word, Everything.  Inside the “Thanksgiving” circle, put the word, Anything.  It would probably make this text more vivid in your mind if you actually drew these circles on a page and put the appropriate words beneath and within each circle.

Be Careful For Nothing


“Be careful for nothing.”  “Don’t worry about anything.”  Since the entire first point of this study was devoted to this prohibition, I will only mention here a few additional ideas.  This negative precept is not an encouragement to be light-hearted and indifferent.  This is not an encouragement to be “careless” in the bad sense of that word.  Nor is it an encouragement to omit forethought from your life.  It was said of Jesus Himself that “for the joy that was set before Him, He endured the cross, despising the shame, and is set down on the right hand of God.”  


No, this is merely very timely counsel for dealing with a real enemy of the Christian life.  Jesus recognized the importance of this by devoting a substantial part of the Sermon on the Mount to the subject — one-seventh of it, to be exact.  This is a worry-weary world, and Christians are laden with the burden of worry, as well as lost people.  


A Sunday School teacher was teaching the story of Elijah being caught up into heaven in a chariot of fire.  She was doing everything she knew to capture the attention, the minds and the hearts of the young boys in her class.  She asked, “Jimmy, would you like to ride to heaven in a chariot of fire?”  The boy blurted out his response: “Yes, if God was driving.”  This text tells us how to get God in the driver’s seat of our lives.   But first, it is necessary to be sure that wicked worry is not in a position to wreck the vehicle.  “Be careful for nothing.”

Be Prayerful About Everything


“In everything by prayer and supplication . . ., let your requests be made known unto God.”  There are three specialized words used in this statement for various aspects of prayer.  The word “prayer” refers to prayer in general.  The word “supplication” refers to prayer in particular.  And the word “request” refers to prayer in detail.  These three words go from general prayer, to more specific prayer, to very specific prayer.  The first word points out the indispensable nature of prayer as an activity of the Godly life.  The second and third words encourage us to keep every detail of our lives before God for His attention and blessing, and for our growth and gratification.  “Prayer instead of care” would be a worthy motto to inscribe over every Christian life.  It is a rule of life that the careful person is not a prayerful person, and the prayerful person is not a careful person.  It can easily be practically proven in any man’s life that as prayer advances, care retreats.

Note that significant prepositional phrase, “in everything.”  Has it ever come home to you as a personal discovery that you can talk to God about absolutely anything — anything whatever that is burdening your secret soul?  Indeed, that is what God desires, not stereotyped prayers daily following a beaten track (and with the same vocabulary), nor vague generalities which only skim the surface of the real difficulty or problem, but your most intimate confidence about everything.  Remember that, though you are coming to God’s throne, it is a “throne of grace.”  It is identified as a “mercy seat” (and the blood of God’s dear Son has opened the way to it!),  and you cannot bring anything to God that His mercy (and the blood of Christ) cannot cover. 


The other words for prayer in this statement, “supplication” and “requests” move us from the general exercise of prayer to the most minute particulars in prayer.  Two things are included in the word “supplication”: human need, and the desire to have the need met.  The word itself means “an appeal for supply,” hence “supply-cation.”  Then follows the word “requests,” and this word is coupled with a possessive pronoun, “your requests.”  So your prayer is not to be a mere repetition of a prayer-lesson you have learned in what Andrew Murray called “the school of prayer.”  True prayer is not a rote repetition, but a romance relationship.  What tricks the enemy plays on us at this point!  Just listen to God’s people pray.  The prayers are so formal, so predictable, so prosaic!  If a man were to talk to his wife with the vocabulary and poor creativity he uses in prayer, she would likely tell him to take a walk!  I cannot imagine the conversational exchange of lovers sounding like the usual prayers of Christians.  Also, this statement lays to rest our fears that our prayers may be too selfish.  Jesus set a child before the people and said, “Let my disciples develop the simplicity of this child.”  A child’s requests are for its own needs.  Obviously, this course in “Christianity 101" must be accompanied by other courses, such as “Basic Intercession” and “Inside-Out Living” and “Foundational Self-Denial.”  Meanwhile, let’s learn this first lesson well.  “Tell God every detail of your needs in earnest prayer,” the Phillips paraphrase says.  

Be Thankful For Anything


“In everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known unto God.”  Here is another powerful prepositional phrase that conditions the exercise of prayer.  “With thanksgiving.”  The addition of this clause seems to suggest that we are very prone to omit this ingredient, and that the omission will drain the vitality out of our prayers.  Thanksgiving should be regarded as the Siamese twin of prayer.


“Prayers and praises should always go in pairs,

                                    They should always bring praises who offer prayers.”


One of the things I often heard my mother say was, “What do you say?”  “What do you say to the nice man?”  “What do you say to the lady?”  Every time someone gave me a gift, a favor, a compliment or a kindness, I would hear it again: “What do you say?”  I discovered that this was not really a question; it was a strong suggestion — even a command!  Being translated, it meant, “Be sure to say ‘Thank you’.”  The problem usually was that, though I answered properly, the answer was mechanical.  It did not represent real thanksgiving; it was merely the paying of an acknowledged debt.


I fear that we often learn this lesson in our Christian curriculum studies in the same manner.  We learn about prayer, and that compliments are a good part of any growing relationship.  Then we thank God — because we have learned that we are supposed to.  It would be far wiser to examine the goodness of God and rehearse the blessings of God until thanksgiving becomes a spontaneous act in our prayers.  I like the cartoon in which a parent explains to a neighbor, “I never saw a kid with so many blessings.  He was counting them on his hand-calculator and the batteries went dead!”  We are the recipients of so many blessings that to think of them should lead to thanksgiving for them.


How much poorer prayer is when not attended by thanksgiving, and how much richer it is when thanksgiving is included!  The old adage, “To think is to thank,” is surely true.  Think of the positive blessings we have received throughout our lives.  God has “daily loaded us with benefits” (Psalm 68:19).  Then, think of the negative blessings we have received, without which we could not have survived.  Every misery you haven’t got is a mercy you have got!  We can count our positive blessings, but we can only count our negative blessings by examining all the misery in the world and realizing that those things do not describe us!  Should thanksgiving not spring from our lives like a

fountain?


Many years ago, when Rudyard Kipling was one of the more popular writers of his time, it was reported that he received ten shillings for every word he wrote.  Some students at Oxford University, less impressed with his success than they should have been, sent Kipling ten shillings with the request that he send them “one of your very best words.”  He cabled back: “Thanks.”  That is one of the very best words in any language, and it is worth so much both to the man who speaks it and to the man who hears it.  When thanksgiving attends prayer, it is worth so much both to the man who prays and to the God Who hears prayer.


This part of the formula (“with thanksgiving”) would be especially meaningful to the member of the Philippian church.  When Paul first went to Philippi and began to minister there, he and his missionary partner Silas were arrested and put in a Roman jail there.  They were beaten and their feet were fastened in stocks, but “at midnight Paul and Silas prayed and sang praises unto God” (Acts 16:15).  The jailer who was converted at midnight in that Roman prison that night was probably still a member of the Philippian church when Paul wrote this letter to them, and he would be able to say an “amen” to the “thanksgiving” clause in Paul’s statement because he had seen Paul practice then what he was preaching now.


On one occasion ten lepers came to Christ with a supplication for healing.  He granted their request.  But only one of the ten returned to express thanksgiving.  Only one completed the cycle and answered the getting of mercy by the giving of praise.  The weight of God’s mercies pressing down on the healed Samaritan, finding him spiritually alive, pressed his thanksgiving up to the throne.  But the same weight pressing upon the other nine, finding them spiritually dull and dead, did not move them upwards at all.  Christian, just because you are alive in Christ, have been delivered from the deadly leprosy of sin, and have been unspeakably blessed, “in everything give thanks, for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus concerning you” (I Thess 5:18).  Be thankful for anything.


Here, then, is a trinity of trust that will transform a believer’s life: Be careful for nothing; be prayerful about everything; be thankful for anything.  This prescription will invariably deliver the practitioner from worry and into victory.

III.  THE PRODUCT

When a Christian obeys the prohibition and follows the prescription, he may look for the   inevitable product.  A certain outcome has been promised.   “And the peace of God, which passeth all understanding, shall keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.”  

The Sequence

Note the sequence pictured in the word “and.”  As the day follows the night, as your body always casts a shadow when you stand in the sunshine, this product will follow the fulfilment of the prescription.  If you are careful for nothing, prayerful about everything, and thankful for anything, this result will follow.  It seems that the promise of peace is invariably conditional in Scripture.  “Being justified by faith we have peace with God” (Romans 5:1).  “To be spiritually minded is life and peace” (Romans 8:6).  “Great peace have they who love Thy law” (Psalm 119:165).  “Thou wilt keep him in perfect peace whose mind is stayed on Thee” (Isaiah 26:3).  So this peace is conditional; it is present when the conditions are met.  

The Security

Note also the security of this peace.  “The peace of God . . . will keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.”  The peace of God will keep us from sinning under our temptations, and will keep us from sinking under our troubles.  As wonderful as that is, we will miss an incredible blessing if we miss the meaning of the terms that are used here.  The key word is the word “keep.”  It is a military word, and majors on the military status of the city of Philippi as a Roman colony.  The word means to “guard as with a garrison” of soldiers.  


The word “keep” is used in only four places in the New Testament.  It is used in II Corinthians 11:32 in a setting where the officials of the city of Damascus were trying to capture the Apostle Paul.  Paul later wrote, “In Damascus the governor under Aretas the king kept the city of the Damascenes with a garrison, desirous to arrest me.”  The word translated “kept with a garrison” is the same as the word used in our text.  


Then the word is used in Galatians 3:23, where Paul said, “Before faith came, we (Christians) were kept under the law (as if the law were our jailer), shut up (‘imprisoned”) unto the faith which should afterward be revealed.”  The word translated “we were kept” is the same root word as the word “keep” in our text.  We were “guarded as with a garrison” under the law before we came to Christ. 


Then the word is used in I Peter 1:5, which says that saved people “are kept (‘guarded as with a garrison’) by the power of God through faith unto salvation.”  So our salvation is eternally secure because it is guarded by the omnipotence of God.  


Now we can clearly see the product of learning the lesson and pursuing the prescription of our text.  The inner peace that is promised here is quite different from what many people imagine.  Many believers expect deliverance from conflict, persecution, hostility, danger and misunderstanding, but instead, we are promised deliverance in these things. “In all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loves us” (Romans 8:37).  “When thou passest through the waters, I will be with thee; and through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee: when thou walkest through the fire, thou shalt not be burned; neither shall the flame kindle upon thee” (Isaiah 43:2).  Note that we are delivered in the difficulty and through it, but we may not be delivered from it.  The peace of God guards us in the midst of battle.  No wonder he says that this peace of God “passes all understanding” (and misunderstanding, also, we might add)! 


Two artists sought to see which could paint the picture that best revealed the idea of peace.  One of them painted a picture of a beautiful lake high in the mountains.  It was a beautiful and peaceful sight.  Not a ripple stirred the water.  There was not a bird in the sky.  Not a leaf drifted down in the breeze.  There was no indication of movement in the picture at all.  If you have ever been out on a lake early in the morning “before Mother Nature begins to awaken her household,” you know what a peaceful sight it is.  


But the other artist had painted a picture of a roaring waterfall; reaching far out over the waterfall was the limb of a mighty oak.  Cradled on this limb was a little sparrow, sitting on her nest.  There, surrounded by what seemed to be terrible danger, in the midst of the roar of the waterfall and almost in the spray from the fall, the little sparrow sat upon her nest as though she had not a care in the world.  Her nest was cradled on the limb of a mighty oak.  Even so, the peace which the Christian has found is not for some idyllic time in some perfect place; it is for here and now in the midst of all the trials and troubles and tribulations of this life.  One person said humorously, “When God gives you tribulations, it would appear that He expects you to tribulate.”  But amid the tribulations, you will be fortified by the tranquility of God — if you learn the lesson of Christianity 101 and follow its prescription.  


I read somewhere that no matter how violently the winds may blow nor how high the waves may roll on the surface of the sea, down in the depths of the sea it is always calm and quiet and still.  Surface boats will have to weather the storm, but the passengers in a submarine simply abide as the vessel sits in the calm on the bottom of the sea until the storm is past.  Will we be surface saints who are rocked and blown about and torn apart by the high winds of life, or will we be submarine saints who maintain calm through the storm because we are “garrisoned” by the peace of God?


Note one final truth.  There is a strange mixture of war and peace in the promise of our text.  In fact, the Divine peace actually takes upon itself warlike functions here.  The Divine peace is likened to a battalion of soldiers that is assigned to guide us through warfare and keep us safe.  So the peace of God is not an escape mechanism.  It is to be enjoyed in the midst of warfare.  God’s peace is militantly escorting us safely through the battlefield of life.  And the man who has it still has to wage war with the world, the flesh, and the devil.  Day by day he braces himself for the fight.  But all through the fight, God’s peace guards the door of his heart and mind so that the troubles on the outside need not come inside.  The Old Testament says, “Keep your heart with all diligence, because out of it are the issues of life” (Proverbs 4:23).  The New Testament tells us how to do it.  Be careful for nothing; be prayerful about everything; be thankful for anything — and the peace of God will keep the citadel for you!


It is interesting to note two terms that are used in the text and context of our study.  One is the term “the peace of God” in verse seven, the other is the term “the God of peace” in verse eight.  Perhaps some reader does not have the peace of God and will never get it until he comes to know the God of peace.  How do you know Him?  Confess your sins directly to Him, and repent of them, trusting Him to help you.  Remember that He loves you personally, so much, in fact, that He sent His Beloved Son to die on Calvary’s Cross for you and your sins.  But Jesus did not remain dead; He arose from the dead, revealing His victory over sin, and death, and hell.  And He won this victory for you!  He tells you in His Word that if you will totally trust Him and Him alone to save you, He will come into your life, forgive your sins, and give you the gift of eternal life.  If you will receive Him into your heart today, He will receive you into His heaven when you leave this world.  Trust Jesus today, then tell someone about your decision.  Find a Bible-believing, Gospel-preaching church and begin to attend.  And enroll in Christianity 101 today!  You will find a lot of us in the same class!   
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