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Philippians 4:4

“THE INFALLIBLE SIGN OF THE PRESENCE OF GOD”

(Philippians 4:4)

“Rejoice in the Lord always: and again I say, Rejoice.”


The book of Philippians has been called the “Joy Book” of the New Testament.  Eleven times Paul says to the Philippians, “Rejoice!”  Five times he flings out his “mirthful monosyllable,” “Joy.”  The joy-note is struck a total of seventy times in the New Testament, and this brief letter is especially full of that note.  In fact, this letter could well be summed up in two short sentences: “I rejoice,” and “rejoice ye!”  The word, “joy,” and the disposition of joy burst forth in every chapter, like some underground river which ever and again leaps out into the sunlight from beneath the surface.  


Some people conceive of Christianity as the faith of “grinning idiots,” fools who practice hilarity in spite of all the doleful facts of life.  This, of course, is an extreme caricature, but some seem to insist on discrediting the Gospel by distortion.  For example, Mark Twain, who became quite well known for his skeptical comments about the Gospel and Christians, once wrote of a man whom he described as “an unsmiling religionist who would have made a good candidate for a vacancy in the Trinity!”


A little child was smiling broadly in church.  The child’s mother noticed, and jerked the child around, whispering loudly, “Stop that silly grinning!  You’re in church!”  He continued smiling, so she slapped him, and he began to cry.  “There!  That’s better!” his mother said.  


However, this view is not nearly as harmful as the widespread delusion which pictures the Christian faith as a joy-killing, pleasure-stifling creed built on dark and dismal denials, with no room whatsoever for happiness.  Too many young people today regard the church merely as a negative, crepe-hanging institution that continually recites, “Thou shalt not do this, and thou shalt not do that” — a creed which everlastingly opposes every desire and impulse in which the throbbing, surging life of man expresses itself.  Sadly, it must be admitted that the action of Christians has often merited such a false view.  However, an honest, objective reading of the New Testament will rout such a view in quick fashion, replacing it with the trumpet blast of joy.  


One commentator said, “The New Testament is the most joyful book in the world.  It opens with joy over the birth of Jesus, and it ends with the superb picture of a great multitude singing Heavenly Hallelujah Choruses.  No matter where you open it, amid fortunate or discouraging circumstances, you always hear the note of joy.  There is enough tragedy in the New Testament to make it the saddest book in the world, but instead, it is the most joyful.”  In our text, the innate joy of the book reveals itself again.  Let me turn this brief text over like a proud owner might examine a bright diamond in the sunlight, looking for every tiny facet in it.  

I.  THE SUMMONS TO REJOICE


This verse contains a resounding summons to rejoice.  The word “rejoice” is a command.  As such, it has equal force to any of the Ten Commandments or to any command of Scripture.  In fact, the verb is a present imperative.  Thus it is a command to keep on rejoicing as a general habit or lifestyle.  So this verse calls for a commitment to a lifetime of rejoicing.  This fact alone tells us that we can determine by our choice the presence or absence of joy in our lives.  The title of a recent book, Happiness is a Choice, is right on the mark.  Contrary to what many may think, it is choice rather than circumstance that causes joy to prevail in our lives.  The joy of the Lord in the life of a Christian is to be more like a thermostat that controls his life rather than a thermometer that merely registers his circumstances.  


The world needs good people today, but along with goodness, it desperately needs genuine gladness.  A joyful Christian is a walking advertisement for the validity of his faith, but a gloomy, melancholy Christian is a poor recommendation of Jesus Christ.  Sinners are attracted to Jesus by the joy of saints.  The quality of joy among Christians is an incredible evangelistic force.  

             If joy is a command of God, we know that sadness is a sin.  Edward Young simply echoed the testimony of Scripture when he said, “It is sinful for a good man to be sad.”  Pastor R. W. Dale said, “We ask God to forgive us our evil thoughts, evil deeds, evil temper, evil words, but rarely, if ever, do we ask him to forgive us of our sadness.”  But sadness is a grievous sin!  Joy stands like a guard at the door of the Christian’s spirit, but when gloominess prevails, the guard is asleep and the spirit is vulnerable to every evil disposition and action.  Leslie Weatherhead was right when he wrote, “The opposite of joy is not sorrow or sadness.  It is unbelief.”  The command to “rejoice in the Lord” is a command which we ignore to great peril to our souls.

II.  THE SOURCE OF JOY


Second, the text points out to us the source of joy.  “Rejoice in the Lord,” it admonishes us.  So the source of our joy is not to be in circumstances, feelings, victories, weather, or the attitudes of others toward us.  Circumstances may be bright or dark, the stock market may be up or down, health may be good or bad, friends may be many or few, but our joy is to be “in the Lord.”  Jesus was speaking against the dark foil of the Cross when He said to His disciples, “These things have I spoken unto you, that My joy might be in you, and that your joy might be full” (John 15:11).    


This phrase, “in the Lord,” must be reexamined with great care.  Paul is not simply saying that we are to rejoice in the Lord Jesus as our Savior, Friend, Source of life and strength, Imparter of purity and power.  The phrase is used by Paul in a far grander manner than even that!  The phrase, “In Christ,” or “in Him,” or “in Christ Jesus,” or “in the Lord” (used here), has a common meaning in Paul’s letters, and the meaning is absolutely out of this world.  Interrupt this study for a few minutes, turn back one stop in your Bible to the book of Ephesians, and mark all the occurrences of the phrase, “in Christ,” in that book.  The associations are overwhelming!  This is the Apostle’s phrase for the believer’s full and absolute identification with Christ — and all of the advantages gained by that identification.  “In Christ Jesus” is the signature stamped upon all the gifts of God.  No human being ever gains any redemptive gift from God except “in Christ Jesus,” or “in the Lord.”  “In Him” we gain the Divine inheritance; in Him we have redemption through His blood; in Him we even have the forgiveness of sins; in Him we are already “blessed with all spiritual blessings in the heavenlies.”  And the deepest description of the essential characteristic of a Christian life is that it is a life in Christ.  


This phrase must be pressed for its full Biblical meaning.  It refers to a most real and vital union between Christ and the Christian, between the Savior and the saint, between the Divine Benefactor and the dependent believer.  A born-again person is “in the Lord” like a branch is in the vine, and like a member is in the body.  So Christ is in the inner life of the Christian as the life sap of the vine is in every twig, and as the mysterious vital power of the body is in every member.  To be “in the Lord” means that the Christian’s total nature is to be occupied with, and fastened upon, Him.  Thus, the phrase entails conscious companionship and continual communion with the Lord Jesus.  


With this in mind, we can now begin to see how the source of our joy is Jesus Himself.  We can see how we are to “rejoice in the Lord.”  In Galatians 5:22, we read that “the fruit of the Spirit (Christ’s ‘other Self’) is joy.”  Jesus is the Vine, and we believers are the branches (John 15:1), and one of the fruits of this vital relationship is joy.  Note the order and succession of this verse carefully: “Believing, we rejoice with joy unspeakable and full of glory” (I Peter 1:8).  The word “believing” pictures a continuing activity, and the word “rejoice” pictures the inevitable continuing result of the believing.  Thus, if you as a Christian are not in a continuing practice of rejoicing, you have broken the present practice of believing.


This idea is regularly presented in many places and ways in Scripture.  Psalm 35:9 says, “My soul shall be joyful in the Lord: it shall rejoice in His salvation.”  Psalm 35:27 says, “Let all those who put their trust in Thee rejoice; let them ever shout for joy.”  It is apparent that God expects more than a tame and undemonstrative attitude of rejoicing from His people!  Isaiah 61:10 says, “I will greatly rejoice in the Lord; my soul shall be joyful in my God.”  Note again the terms, “shout for joy” and “greatly rejoice.”  Look back up the page to the quotation from I Peter 1:8, and note that the Christian’s rejoicing is to be “with joy unspeakable and full of glory.”  Is there anything in our lives which matches the exuberant joy pictured in these words.  If not, are we using all of our resources?  Are we exercising all of our privileges?  

III.  THE SEASON OF REJOICING


Third, the text clearly specifies the season, or the time, for rejoicing.  “Rejoice in the Lord always,” it daringly says.  I saw a scintillating paraphrase of this text, which said, “Until further notice, celebrate everything!”  


Consider the condition of the Apostle Paul and the circumstance he found himself in when he wrote this letter.  First, he was an old man, worn and depleted from many years of toilsome labor and travel.  Old age is not frequently associated with an invincibly sunny disposition.  Old age has been facetiously defined as the time when “actions creak louder than words” — and the words of the elderly are often not models of radiant joy!  The springs of joy are often sapped by reminiscence in the elderly, and they are left full of regrets instead of rejoicing.  Others are soured into cynicism by reading the world and their circumstances through pessimistic eyes.  But here is Paul, an old man, struck by many a negative blow, nonetheless shouting his affirmations of joy!


But Paul was also in prison when he wrote these words.  He testified of “the chain” that bound him to a murderous Roman guard at all times.  His life was in danger.  He was facing possible death as the result of a judicial process which was bound to paganism and hated Christ and the Gospel.  On the one hand, his future seemed to be uncertain.  But he knew that his future was actually “as bright as the promises of God.”  Death seemed to be imminent, and he was dependent upon charity to sustain himself.  But Paul knew the actual while others could only see the apparent!  In verse five of this chapter, he exclaimed, “The Lord is at hand.”  This is not a reference to the imminent return of the Lord Jesus Christ, but rather a glad testimony to the nearness of the Lord in Paul’s circumstances.  One paraphrase says, “Jesus is as close as the fingers of my hand!”  Jesus said, “Lo, I am with you always (literally, all the days).”  The day of life, the day of death, the day of judgment!  No matter, “I am with you all the days,” He said.  Sam Shoemaker was right when he said, “The Presence of God enables us to rejoice, and joy is the infallible sign of the Presence of God.” It is the awareness of His Presence that allows the Christian to rejoice in all seasons.  


Someone said, “If a ship has plenty of good water in its casks or in its hold, it does not matter whether it is sailing through fresh water or salt, because it has its necessary resources within.”  So Paul often penned words like these.  “As sorrowful, yet always rejoicing.”  “We glory in tribulation.”  “We take pleasure in infirmities, in reproaches, in necessities, in persecutions, in distresses for Christ’s sake.”  These are obviously the words of a man who models the Christian lifestyle, and is more Christ-centered than circumstance-centered.  Paul insists that joy is not to be merely an occasional experience, and that it is not merely for exceptional Christians.  It is to be practiced by all Christians, at all times, and in all circumstances.  James 1:2 says, “Count it all joy (even) when you fall into various trials.”  I Thessalonians 5:16 says, “Rejoice evermore.”  Rejoicing is always in season, never out of season, for a Christian.

IV.  THE STRESS ON REJOICING

Fourth, we note that Paul places a stress, or an emphasis, on rejoicing.  “Rejoice in the Lord always: and again I say, rejoice.”  This emphasis suggests several vital things about rejoicing: its difficulty, its necessity, and that it can be cultivated.  


Many factors “gang up” on the Christian to prevent persistent rejoicing.  The occurrence and allowance of sin is his life will stifle his joy.  After David faced up to his deadly sins of adultery and murder, he earnestly entreated God with these words, “Restore unto me the joy of Thy salvation, and uphold me with Thy free Spirit.”  This quote is extracted from the fifty-first Psalm, which should be mastered by Christians as a pattern of repentance when they have sinned.  


The tendency to doubt God — even about the possibilities of forgiveness and restoration  — will kill the joy of a Christian.  “He who doubts (doubles his attention between God and anything else) is like a wave of the sea, driven and tossed by cross-currents and conflicting winds.”  This instability will destroy the Christian’s joy.


Lack of gratitude will drain the Christian’s joy.  Every Christian should be like the little child who “says grace” at the table.  The child prays over every item and every person, even to faraway places and people!  The Christian should search his life, reciting with praise all of the blessings he can see.  


Neglect of daily spiritual disciplines will choke the Christian’s joy.  Just as a flying airplane needs constant on-course corrections as it moves toward a desirable destination, and just as a television set has “automatic fine-tuning” installed as a feature of its performance, believers must maintain the “diet and direction” of a daily time with the One who is the source of joy.


There may be a Christian reading these words at this moment who needs to heed this point and realized that God has stressed the matter of rejoicing to move him from his pattern of drifting, or excuse-making, or resentment, or cynicism, and set him in a course of celebration, vocal praise, and constant rejoicing.  Christians, we will do ourselves an incredible favor if we will simply obey this text — whole-heartedly, continually, and openly.  

V.  THE STRENGTH OF REJOICING


Finally, this text (and its context, the book of Philippians) reveals the strength that invariably comes to the Christian through the habitual practice of rejoicing.  C. S. Lewis called joy “the serious business of heaven.”  Celebration is a disciplined vocation!  Rejoicing may be hard work, but the joy will transform the work.  I saw a sign on the wall in the waiters’ section of the kitchen at a Shoney’s restaurant in Memphis which said, “Pleasure in the job puts perfection in the work.”  Well, the choice to rejoice puts an incredible number of by-products into life!  


Let me mention just one bonus of rejoicing, but it is a big one.  Thomas Acquinas said, “No one can live without delight, and that is why a man deprived of spiritual joy goes over to carnal pleasures.”  Read that great sentence over several times without haste, until you have caught its full meaning.  “Carnal pleasures” are a constant threat to the Christian — and especially in this kind of world, and while always carrying the handicap of flesh!  To state the principle positively, joy becomes an incredible shield for the Christian against the attack of many a destructive enemy.  Nehemiah 8:10 may sound innocent, but it tells us how to fortify ourselves against many deadly enemies: “The joy of the Lord is your strength.”  Remember Dr. Sangster’s description of joy as “the armor of the saint.”  God’s gift of joy is one way in which He secures His people from the sins which deceive and defile others.  May God help us to rejoice!  It is serious business!


Joy produces personal strength within the joyful Christian.  And it produces pervasive strength in the fellowship of believers.  Real joy is contagious among believing people.  


Two sisters were members of the same church, but they had contrasting dispositions.  In fact, their dispositions were so different that the people nicknamed one “Gloomy” and the other “Glory.”  If people had to call you by one of these nicknames, according to your disposition, which one would they likely use?

“Rejoice in the Lord always, and again I say rejoice.”    
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