
 

Waukesha Bible Church is a family of families seeking to live in the Storyline of the Bible.  She is determined by design to have 

a God-centered, Christ-exalting worship; a Word-centered teaching focused on personal discipleship through intentional and 
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Greetings: 
 
The study that Pastor Pat brings on Sunday mornings is a reflection of the study for that 
week.  It represents a lot of research.  Not all of what he has prepared is communicated.  
In an attempt to continue the learning process, he is making available his study notes to 
the congregation. 
 
They are edited, but not “book” ready.  To the critical eye mistakes can be found.  So he 
asks that you take the material with humility, teach-ability, and charity. 
 
Enjoy and if you should have any questions or corrections, please do not hesitate to 
email him at pastorpat@waukeshabible.org. 
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God Gives Peace to His People 
Philippians 4:4-9 

Prepared by Patrick J. Griffiths 
 
To stand firm in the Lord has “teeth” and is evidenced in one’s thinking and doing.  Scripture 
paints a picture of life that shows the “already-not yet” dynamic.  It speaks of humility within 
conflict, of harmony within diversity.  The Scripture speaks of heaven on earth and of a world 
that is still coming.  It does not allow us to live in denial, but to embrace these moments as 
parts of His one plan.  There is significance and importance to our moments.  God is working 
all things together for our good and His glory even when it appears dark and foreboding.  This 
text does not encourage us to live in denial, but in the realization that God is more than what 
we encounter in our moments. 
 
Our immediate text begins in verse 1.  Verses 2 and following are the practical implications of 
standing firm in the Lord.  The imperatives that follow are those areas challenged by relational 
stress.  The commands fly into the face of division: be joyful, be gentle, be prayerful.  Notice 
the tone set by the following statements in verses 4-9. 
 
Paul’s closing charge speaks predominately to the mind (vv. 4-8 [Rejoice, gentle spirit, be 
anxious for nothing, peace of God, guard your hearts and your minds, and dwell on these 
things]).  Perhaps the church was troubled by those who sought Paul’s harm, or perhaps they 
were preoccupied by those who were the enemies of the cross.  Perhaps still they had made 
the desire to help Paul financially a burden rather than a blessing.  Regardless their hearts and 
minds were gripped by anxiety. 
 
Be joyful in the Lord (v. 4).  His opening descriptive is placed as a present active imperative.  
“The present imperative calls for a continual and habitual action.”1  Matthew Henry notes 
how, “All our joy must terminate in God.”2 
 

Neither Paul’s difficult circumstances nor the frightening dangers faced by the Philippians can be 
allowed to eclipse Christian joy as the mark of faith.  Clearly Paul does not have in view such superficial 
happiness as manifests itself only when things go well.3 

 
Having worked through Paul’s letter, the preponderance of his word “rejoice” is provocative.  
It can come across as fake and artificial if not couched in the context of relationship and 
transparency.  We imagine someone with a “plastic” smile always happy even as they sit in a 
boiling cauldron of complexities.  Yet two things are evident.  First, the relationship between 
the church and Paul is one of authenticity.  They know him, and thus can conclude whether or 
not this word/emotion carries any substance.  Second, Paul speaks from hardship and 
adversity thus whatever is meant by such a term has substance and mass. 
 
Rejoice means cheer, cheerful and to be happy.  Again, such language because it describes 
emotion is highly subjective.  Yet the cheer or happiness spoken of is one resting on intellect 
and knowledge.  It is not the joy one has because they are oblivious to real threat and danger, 
but the settled peace and resultant joy knowing how everything is working together for good 
even those dark moments and painful chapters (Rom. 8:28; James 1:2).  Although I might sit in 
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a cloud of confusion and shrouded by impenetrable fog, I can be assured that my condition 
and circumstances are not falling outside of God’s watch-care and overarching providence.  
He is working in that moment.  Because I know all of life is from Him, sustained by Him, and 
for Him, I can rejoice. 
 
New Testament scholar N.T. Wright notes how this word should be understood as celebrate.  
He notes how our relationship to God should be marked by joyful celebration.  It is for this 
reason I believe church services should be celebrations of who God is, what He has done, and 
who we are in Christ. 
 

In some forms of Christian culture the worry about control and balance has been such an emphasis that 
anything like joy which is spontaneous is embarrassing. Such people find it much easier to express joy 
with a heavily structured sphere of discourse, such as in the words of a hymn. Paul is surprisingly strong 
in his affirmation and expression of emotions. In his day it ran against the grain of those popular 
philosophers, like the Stoics, who cautioned restraint in all matters regarding feeling as a way of lowering 
one's vulnerability to bad experiences.4 

 

Often I have individuals tell me how the truth forces a strong emotional response in them and 
that they had to suppress their joy.  Friend, enjoy yourself.  It should not be to the detriment of 
the whole, but should not biblical worship move our emotion?  When I come into contact with 
the truth of God’s Story, I am deeply moved that it is true.  This is my hope.  He is my Lord 
and Savior and there awaits me a glorious future.  The shadow cannot do this for me, only the 
substance can. 
 

If everything else changes, yet the Lord does not change; if the sources of all other joy are dried up, yet 
this is not.5 
 
Joy in the Lord raises us above rigorism [Latin: rigere, to be stiff] towards others (Php 4:5), and carefulness 
(Php 4:6) as to one's own affairs. Sadness produces morose harshness towards others, and a troublesome 
spirit in ourselves.6 

 
The joy/rejoice referenced is one of settled peace and contentment.  The only way I know for 
this to exist is when it is recognized that everything is from God, sustained by God and for 
God. 
 
Be gentle toward all (v. 5).  As citizens of heaven Paul calls the church to manifest gentleness 
(NASB).  A.T. Robertson translates the word with “your sweet reasonableness.”  I like that.  
Most relational strain is over unimportant issues.  Perspective matters, and having a sweet 
reasonableness when approaching concerns disarms much unnecessary injury.   
 
Philippians 4:5 is the first occurrence of the word in the NT [i.e. gentle/moderation].  Paul 
notes this trait as a quality leadership must have (1 Tim. 3:3; Titus 3:2).  James uses the word to 
describe godly wisdom (Jam. 3:17) and Peter uses good and gentle in contrast to ornery and 
difficult (1 Pet. 2:18).  The same word family is used to describe our Lord Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 
10:1).  In light of His soon arrival, suffering and injustice can be faced and embraced.  The Lord 
will correct all injustice.  This idea complements all we’ve already seen concerning inner 
personal relationships.  Adam Clarke provides this insight as to the significance of this word. 
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The word epieikev is of very extensive signification; it means the same as epieikeia, mildness, patience, 
yieldingness, gentleness, clemency, moderation, unwillingness to litigate or contend; but moderation is 
expressive enough as a general term.  "Moderation," says Dr. Macknight, "means meekness under 
provocation, readiness to forgive injuries, equity in the management of business, candor in judging of 
the characters and actions of others, sweetness of disposition, and the entire government of the 
passions."7  
 
The word signifies a humble, patient steadfastness which is able to submit to injustice, disgrace, and 
maltreatment without hatred and malice, trusting in God in spite of it all.8 

 
There is nothing within the context of this letter that Paul excludes from this descriptive.  
Those who opposed him in chapter 1 and who were enemies of the cross in chapter 3 were still 
recipients of this descriptive.  
 
We can be gentle toward all because the coming of the Lord draws near.  In His coming all 
injustice will be addressed and the wrong shall be made right.  We do not need to seek our 
own vengeance.  This same idea of “allowing” God to judge the situation rather than yourself 
is found throughout the Scripture (Matt. 7:1ff; Romans 12:14ff).  God will address these 
matters in the days ahead.  Paul believed the Lord’s coming was near.  That statement can still 
be made today with the same degree of urgency, “The Lord is near.” 
 

The Lord's coming again speedily is the grand motive to every Christian grace (Jas 5:8, 9). Harshness to 
others (the opposite of "moderation") would be taking into our own hands prematurely the prerogatives 
of judging, which belongs to the Lord alone (1Co 4:5); and so provoking God to judge us by the strict 
letter of the law (Jas 2:12, 13).9 

 
Be prayerful in everything (vv. 6, 7).  Again Paul uses a present active imperative to invite his 
audience into a habit of thought and deed.  The word anxious speaks of caring, of giving 
thought to.  Such is the consequence of putting confidence in the flesh.  Those things 
occupying their hearts and minds, whatever they might be, Paul invites them to put to rest.  
The counter to anxious living is the spirit of thanksgiving.   
 

It expresses that which ought never to be absent from any of our devotions – namely, the grateful 
acknowledgement of past mercies, as distinguished from the earnest seeking of future.10 

 
It is only when we live in the truth of the Story clearly taught in the Scripture that we can give 
thanks for all things and in all things.  The spirit of gratitude removes anxiety of soul. 
 
There is a peace from God that transcends all understanding.  The word translated 
“transcends” in the NIV is used in a handful of NT passages.  “The expression is one that 
denotes that the peace imparted is of the highest possible kind.”11 It is used in Romans 13:1 
when speaking of higher powers or those in authority above us and it is found in 1 Peter 2:13 
in the same manner.   Of the five NT occurrences three are in the Letter to the church of 
Philippi.  Philippians 2:3 speaks of considering others better than yourself.  Philippians 3:8 
uses it to describe the surpassing knowledge of knowing Jesus Christ and then it is used once 
again in our text of Philippians 4:7. 
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The consequence of God’s peace enables the recipient not to be anxious, to give thanks, and to 
have a guarded heart and mind.  The word “guarded” is graphic (phroureo).  Three words 
make up this one word.  It means, “To mount a guard as a sentinel (post spies at gates).”  
God’s peace is posted as a sentinel protecting our souls.   
 
The counter part to anxiousness is prayerfulness.  “Care and prayer are as mutually opposed 
as fire and water [Bengel].”12  Often we are anxious, what are we to make of this?  First, let us 
remember there is often a gap between what we believe and how we “feel.”  Do not be 
troubled by this.  Second, when you are anxious go back to what is true.  It is for this reason 
Paul invites us to ‘think on these things’ in verse 8. 
 

The opposite of anxiety – indeed its relief – is the peace that only God, in answer to prayer, bestows upon 
His people.13 
 
The exhortation not to worry is interesting, coming from Paul. It hardly means, don't have serious 
thoughts or don't be anxious. Just look at many of Paul's letters and you will see how involved he was 
and often how worried he was about what was happening to the people of his churches. It was a quite a 
burden, as he reminds us in 2 Cor 11:28 (where he uses the same word, "worry"). So Paul is hardly 
peddling a lifestyle option of the unengaged life of serenity. His spirituality is quite the opposite. But part 
of his joy is that it keeps him from total despair, the kind of worry that becomes obsessive and self-
destructive. An openness to God in prayer keeps him centred - just as it kept Jesus centred in 
Gethsemane.14 

 
When we live knowing God is in control of the details (even the most mundane and routine), 
then His peace guards our hearts. 
 

Will keep guard around your heart and mind, like a squadron of soldiers looking after a treasure chest.15 
 
The word, a military term picturing soldiers standing on guard duty, refers to the guarding of the city 
gate from within as a control on all who went out.16 
 
Here is a caution against disquieting perplexing care (v. 6): Be careful for nothing—meden merimnate: the 
same expression with that Matt. vi. 25, Take no thought for your life; that is, avoid anxious care and 
distracting thought in the wants and difficulties of life. Observe, it is the duty and interest of Christians to 
live without care. There is a care of diligence which is our duty, and consists in a wise forecast and due 
concern; but there is a care of diffidence and distrust which is our sin and folly, and which only perplexes 
and distracts the mind. "Be careful for nothing, so as by your care to distrust God, and unfit yourselves for 
his service." As a sovereign antidote against perplexing care he recommends to us constant prayer.17 

 
Paul provides two very practical “exercises” as it relates to realigning one’s emotions that are 
out of alignment with what is true.  Paul’s concluding thought is contained in verses 8, 9; 
practicing the peace of God (vv. 8, 9).   
 

These verses constitute a single sentence in Greek that is marvelous for its rhetorical expression and for 
the loftiness of the moral standards it sets forth.18 

 
As is our propensity toward over analysis, Paul’s “list” of virtues in verse 8 becomes the 
subject of exhausting study.19  Bottom line, such virtues as these are reflective of Christ.  This is 
what God in Trinity looks like.  These are the pieces making up worshipping in the Spirit of 
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God, the glory of Christ, and placing no confidence in the flesh.  Such qualities as these are the 
fruit of the Holy Spirit. 
 
And again, when Paul speaks of “the things” we must not default to rules and regulations, but 
rather the remarkable pursuit of Christ.  It is only as we seek Him singularly and intentionally 
that we find the true, honorable, right, pure, lovely, the good repute, the excellent and the 
praiseworthy.   
 

"Virtue [excellence / NASB]," the standing word in heathen ethics, is found once only in Paul's Epistles, 
and once in Peter's (2Pe 1:5); and this in uses different from those in heathen authors. It is a term rather 
earthly and human, as compared with the names of the spiritual graces which Christianity imparts; hence 
the rarity of its occurrence in the New Testament. Piety and true morality are inseparable. Piety is love 
with its face towards God; morality is love with its face towards man. Despise not anything that is good 
in itself; only let it keep its due place.20 

 
To pursue the God of peace is to have the peace of God.  Christ is what Paul proclaimed and 
He is who we are to follow. 
 
Dwell/Think on these things (v. 8).  “Present middle imperative for habit of thought.”21  
“Esteem them highly, recommend them heartily, and practice them fervently.”22  In verse 8, 
we have a “Summary of all his exhortations as to relative duties, whether as children or 
parents, husbands or wives, friends, neighbors, men in the intercourse of the world.”23 
 

“Think on” is a strong word, and a favorite of the apostle, used by him thirty-four of the forty times it 
appears in the NT.24 

 
It is not only for us to know Christ, but to live Christ.  For the believing, there is no dichotomy 
between what one thinks and what one does.  Often our emotions lag behind our intellect, but 
we are always working to align our emotions with what we know to be true.  In light of this, 
Paul calls us to practice these things. 
 
Practice these things (v. 9).  Christ is what Paul proclaimed and He is who we are to follow.  
The peace of God is experienced when we place our minds on those things that are His. 
 

The command in verse 8, to think about all the wonderful and lovely things listed here, runs directly 
opposite to the habits of mind instilled by the modern media.  How are you going to celebrate the 
goodness of the creator if you feed your mind only on the places in the world which humans have made 
ugly?25 
 
Where does ‘the peace of God’ come from (v. 7)?  Why, from ‘the God of peace,’ of course (v. 9).  Get to 
know the one and you’ll have the other.26 

 
I find a text like this a “really?” text.  Who doesn’t wish to live in harmony with others?  There 
is no gospel fellowship where there is no gospel.  But where there is gospel, there should be 
fellowship. And where there is the gospel there is to be joy, gentleness, and prayer. Let us 
remember we are citizens of heaven.  As a fellowship we are one of heaven’s outposts.  We are 
a colony to be marked by peace. 
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But Paul sees a different reality alongside the violence and duplicity of Rome. The small and struggling 
Christian congregation in the Roman colony of Philippi is itself a kind of "colony," a separate polis with a 
more powerful Lord who alone has defeated death. Confident, therefore, in the ultimate victory of the 
God of peace, he encourages us to have quiet minds and hopeful hearts.27 
 
In light of the fact that the Philippians are in reality a colony of heaven and that they eagerly anticipate 
the return of Christ, who will transform their frail, mortal bodies into glorious bodies, they must take 
their stand as Christians, not only holding firmly to the truth of the gospel but behaving in a manner 
consonant with that truth.28 

 
Paul and the Philippians are surrounded by hardships.   
 

Paul’s antidote is very clear: Let joy take the place of your discontent and anxiety.  Look away from 
yourselves to the needs of your brothers, being willing to yield your rights and privileges for their sake.  
And as far as your needs are concerned, bring them all before God in an attitude of thankfulness for what 
He has already given you.  If you do this, you will learn what true and unshakeable contentment really 
is.29 

 
Today let us seek/learn to live with others in harmony in the Lord.  There are specific actions 
steps we can take as we seek to live with others in harmony in the Lord.  We can learn to think 
on the truth of God’s Word, learn to live in Story so that we might experience the peace of God.  
Finally, as we leave this text let us remember that most of our anxiety is built around the 
shadow.  Give the shadow its proper place, but do not allow the shadow to become the 
substance.  Learn to seek first the kingdom of God, then all the other things will take their 
proper place. 
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