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Imagine… 
 Roz and Tom Shaw are good friends of my parents and are faithful, devoted Christians.  They attended 

my Dad’s church in Upstate NY 35 years ago.  After my dad left the church, they stayed in touch. We 

reconnected with the Shaws when we lived in Illinois for a year before moving to Canada.   

During the in between time, Tom hurt his back and was out of work.  He was out of work for a long time.  

Roz, knew, though, that they had a freezer full of food and they would be ok for a while.  But time slipped by and 

still Tom couldn’t get work.  But Roz knew that there was a frozen turkey in their freezer. As long as that turkey 

was in there, she knew they’d have food to eat.  But as the weeks went by and the funds dried up, the food in the 

freezer started to dwindle. Tom and Roz kept praying that God would provide work. They didn’t get anxious, but 

they felt the urgency for work to come soon! 

Finally the day came.  Roz only had the turkey left in the freezer.  She took it out to thaw overnight. The 

next day she cooked it knowing it was the last bit of food in the house.  After this meal, she didn’t know what 

they would eat, or when they would have another meal. 

As Roz and Tom were sitting down to eat dinner, knowing it was the last food they had, there came knock 

on the door.  Not expecting anyone, and not sure why somebody would come at dinner time, Tom got up from the 

table and answered the door. Standing there was a group of people from their church with grocery bags of food.  

They told Tom that they’d heard he was out of work and they figured the Shaws might appreciate the groceries.  

Tom and Roz were shocked as well as grateful and pleased.  As the people brought the groceries into the kitchen, 

Roz started to unpack the food and put it away.  And wouldn’t you know, in one of those bags, Roz found another 

frozen turkey.  It was God’s little way of saying, “I’m still here. I’m still looking after you. You have no need to 

fear.” 

This is the kind of peace that God brings that passes understanding. When we are faithful, when we come 

to God in prayer, when we remember to be thankful even in our times of need, when we present our requests to 

God in this context, the peace of God guards our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. 

Context 
Our passage today draws us close to the end of Paul’s letter to the Christians in Philippi.  In this passage 

Paul draws attention to a couple of different topics the Philippians were specifically dealing with and he applies 

the principles of the rest of the letter to these specific areas.  In the middle of the passage, as we will see, Paul 

gives what can almost be called a formula for peace that comes from God and passes understanding. 

As a refresher, recall that throughout the letter Paul has been calling the Philippians to live up to the calling 

and status they have already received, that they have already been made saints- God’s special people. Their 

citizenship is in heaven, which means they are to be a little pocket of heaven in the world.  He urges them to look 

at the big picture in order to endure the little picture. The big picture is that life’s goal is to glorify God and 

proclaim Christ.  When this is the big picture of your life, you can endure tremendous hardship in the little 

picture, including, as Paul was, being imprisoned, maligned and even facing the death penalty with a sense of 

either outcome being “win/win.” 

How do we do this? We take upon ourselves the attitude of Christ Jesus who didn’t clutch his rights, but 

gave them up for the sake of others, humbling himself and being obedient to the point of dying on the cross!  God 

honoured Christ’s humble obedience by raising him up and giving him the name that is above every name!  This 

is the God we serve, the saviour we love. This is the source of our right relationship with God, not anything we’ve 

done, but the amazing things he has done. 

So we should stand firm, locked shoulder to shoulder facing our enemies in the world, pressing on to the 

goal of knowing Christ, even through suffering like he did.   

Text 
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 This brings us to our text today.  Let’s read together Philippians 4:2-9. 

Unity in the Lord 
 I want to break this passage down into three chunks.  I’m going to deal with the first section on its own, 

looking at what it says and its significance at once before moving on to the rest of our text. 

In the first piece, we see the practical application of unity to the church and interpersonal relationships.  

Paul appeals to Euodia and Syntyche to “agree with one another in the Lord.”  He then asks the “loyal 

yokefellow” to help these women who have contended at Paul’s side for the gospel.  Why? Because relationships 

matter! 

 There are a few things that I need to highlight here about what it says.  First, Euodia and Syntyche are 

both feminine names. So these two people are women.  The second thing is that the word for “loyal yokefellow” 

or “loyal co-worker,” Syzygus, was also a common proper name in Greek. So it could be that Paul has named 

three individuals here, asking Syzygus to help the two women, Euodia and Syntyche, to find unity in the Lord.  

Beyond that, we don’t know anything specific about who these people were or what the issue was that they were 

at odds over.  Paul also names Clement as another person who worked at his side.  We know Clement was a 

common name in the ancient world too, so we don’t know anything about the Clement in Philippi. 

 What, then, are we to do with these verses if we don’t know anything specific? What does this mean?  

Well, we can surmise a number of things. First, these two women were co-workers of Paul’s in the church. 

They were clearly leaders. How do we know this? Because Paul refers to them as people who “contended at his 

side.”   

Furthermore, the fact that they were at odds was significant enough for Paul to actually name names.  

Paul never comes out and names his enemies. In all of his letters, he never once names the people who are 

opposed to him, undermining him or working against him.  He only ever names people who are his friends and 

colleagues.  [Gordon Fee, Philippians, p. 389] The closest he ever gets to naming names, so to speak, is when he 

says in 1 Corinthians 1 and 3 that some follow Paul, some follow Apollos, some follow Cephas and some follow 

the Lord.  But even in that context, he goes on to show that he, Apollos and Cephas are actually working on the 

same side! 

So, the conclusion we can draw is that whoever these ladies were, they were on the same side as Paul, they 

were not his opponents, but they were at odds with one another.  We must remember that this letter was 

intended to be read out loud to all the Christians in Philippi.  For their disagreement to be significant enough 

for Paul to call them out on it and specifically ask people to help mediate between them, indicates that they were 

leaders in the church. We can be sure there were many squabbles in the churches Paul wrote to, but he never 

lowers the conversation to the point of calling people out on their personal issues.  So if every Christian in 

Philippi was to hear this, we can be sure these ladies had prominent roles in the church there.  Likely, these ladies 

owned or ran some of the large houses in which the church gathered in Philippi, not unlike Lydia, whom we met in 

Acts. [William Barclay, Letters to the Philippians, Colossians and Thessalonians, p. 73]  So we know of three 

women in Philippi who played prominent roles of leadership in the early church.  

Why does this matter? There are a couple reasons. First, we see that the leadership in the church needs to 

be unified in Christ.  This does not mean that the leaders all have to agree. Paul doesn’t tell these women who’s 

wrong and who’s right. He doesn’t correct them. He tells them to find a way to stand shoulder to shoulder for the 

sake of the gospel.  Unity does not mean uniformity. Christians don’t have to agree on everything in order to be 

unified.  Sadly, Christians often disown each other for the most obscure reasons!  But this passage shows us that 

Christians don’t have to agree in order to serve the Lord together.  

Second, we see the need for leaders in the church, especially when they disagree, to provide an 

example of unity for the rest of the church. It is precisely when we disagree that it is most important to 

demonstrate unity.  It’s easy to be united with people who you agree with. It’s much harder to do so with people 

you disagree with!  The key, though, is to do it in the Lord. The key is to take upon ourselves the attitude of 

Christ, to be humble and look out for the needs of others through agape love.  Why? Because relationships 

matter. The relationships between Christians are as important, if not more important than the doctrines they hold.  

Jesus commanded us to love one another. That is a resounding theme throughout the NT.  In the NT, 

relationships matter!  So we must find a way to have good relationships with people with whom we disagree! 
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Third, today in the church broadly, and in this congregation specifically, there is a wide range of beliefs 

about the proper role of women in the church.  There is disagreement about how prominent a role women can and 

should play in a congregation.  Often in these discussions, this text is left out.  We need to remember that 

whatever Paul says in other letters needs to be understood in such a way as to accommodate the fact that in 

Philippi women held significant roles of leadership.  So this passage is important to that discussion. It is also 

important to the discussion in that, regardless of your view of such things, we need to find a way to be unified in 

the Lord.  We don’t have to agree with one another on this topic in order to glorify God and proclaim Christ.  

Unity in the Lord doesn’t mean having the same ideas. It means having the attitude as Christ. 

 This paragraph is a practical application of the principles of unity and living up to our calling that Paul has 

been advocating throughout the letter.  We don’t need to know the details of the disagreement to learn from it. In 

fact, it may be better that we don’t know the details because it forces us to take a step back and look at the bigger 

picture.  We see the practical outworking of the call to stand shoulder to shoulder in unity of purpose (to glorify 

God and proclaim Christ) without having to necessarily have unity of ideas, thoughts, opinions and preferences. 

Peace From God 
 These verses are about interpersonal peace, in particular peace between Christians. The next section is 

about inner peace; peace from God.  Paul begins with the command “Rejoice in the Lord!”  He says it twice- 

Rejoice!  What does it mean to rejoice?  It means to show great joy or delight.  We don’t have a good 

understanding of joy these days. We’re too caught up in pleasure. We think pleasure is the same as joy.  But joy 

is much deeper than that. Pleasure depends on our circumstances. Joy rises above our circumstances.  

Christian joy has a supernatural source.  “Joy issues from the nature of God, and it is intended to well up within 

those in whom God’s Spirit dwells.” [James Montgomery Boice, Philippians, p. 271]  That is why Paul says, 

“Rejoice in the Lord.”  Find your joy in Jesus because he transcends all the circumstances you can face in this 

world. 

 When we rejoice in the Lord, as Paul did, we find that we can have joy even when experiencing difficulty. 

We can find joy when the chips are down, when things are unpleasant, when the going gets rough.  This is how 

Paul was able to face a life or death trial and say that either verdict is ok with him, to live is Christ and to die is 

gain!  His joy was in the Lord, so his circumstances didn’t detract from his joy. 

 This is actually the third time in 4 verses that Paul uses the phrase “in the Lord.”  In verse 1, which we 

looked at a few weeks ago, he tells the Philippians to “stand firm in the Lord.” He tells Euodia and Syntyche to 

agree in the Lord and here he tells them all to rejoice in the Lord.  This is a significant point!  First, it is with 

other Christians, not with the world as a whole, that we are to stand firm, find agreement and rejoice.  It is in our 

Christian faith and commitment that we can find ways to stand firm and find unity in diversity.  Paul doesn’t 

want us to stand firm with the world, or to agree with the world, or to rejoice in worldly things.  It is only in Christ 

that we are to find these things! 

 This is also the source of how to do these very difficult things. It is hard to stand shoulder to shoulder in the 

face of opposition. It is hard to agree and get along with people who have different opinions than you.  It is hard 

to rejoice when times are tough.  But when we seek the Spirit’s help to do these things, when we base our 

attempts on what Christ has done for us, it becomes possible. Not necessarily easy, but possible. 

 So how does one go about learning how to do this? How does one grow in their ability to stand firm, agree 

and rejoice in the Lord?  Paul goes on to explain that as well. He says, “The Lord is near. Do not be anxious about 

anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the 

peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” 

 The break between verse 5 and 6 is unfortunate.  I love verse 6, “Do not be anxious….”  But learning it 

in isolation I’ve typically missed the very important preceding line, “The Lord is near.”  That is our foundation 

for not being anxious!  Jesus has left the world physically, but the Holy Spirit is near!  We have not been 

abandoned.  Not at all! Jesus is here in Spirit, he is near us, he is with us, even when we don’t see it or when 

circumstances threaten us.  Because Jesus is near, we do not need to be anxious, but instead, through our 

advocate Jesus, we can come to God in prayer about anything and everything. 

 Paul gives us what almost amounts to a formula for peace.  I caution against thinking of this as a 

mathematical formula, that if you plug in the pieces you automatically get what you want. However, it is a good 
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instructional formula, a good recipe for cooperating with the Holy Spirit so that God’s peace guards your heart 

and mind. [pic] 

 Before we get into the recipe, let’s consider for a moment the goal. The peace of God, which transcends all 

understanding will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. (Notice, again, “in Christ Jesus” is very similar to 

“in the Lord”!) So the goal is having our hearts and minds guarded by the peace of God.  Peace is a fabulous 

word.  Peace is more than the absence of violence. Peace, in the NT, draws on the Hebrew concept of “Shalom.”  

Peace means relational peace not only with God, but with others.  Relationships matter! But it also includes 

everything for our well-being. When you wish someone “Shalom” you are wishing them the whole spectrum of 

well-being. And this is the peace from God that will guards our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. 

 So how do we find this peace?  Many of us worry. Many of us are anxious.  Few of us would say we have 

this kind of peace that passes understanding. But it sure sounds good, doesn’t it?  So how do we find it?  Begin 

with the understanding that the Lord is near.  He has not and never will abandon us.  The Spirit is at work in the 

world and in us.  Christ can dwell in our hearts.  He is near.  That alone is helpful when we are feeling anxious. 

 But Paul goes on to say that in anything and everything we are to pray.  This is important too. Often we 

only pray when we are at our wits end. We only pray when we’ve tried everything we can do in our own strength 

and found it hasn’t worked. Prayer, for many of us, is our last resort. We don’t pray about anything and 

everything, we only pray about big things that seem to be beyond our own capabilities.  But Paul says that if you 

want the peace of God to guard your hearts and minds all the time, pray about anything and everything.   

Jesus taught this as well in the Lord’s prayer.  The Lord’s prayer begins with God’s glory. It moves on to 

small, daily things like our daily bread. It includes big things like forgiving our trespasses or debts and fighting 

temptation. The whole range is there, from big spiritual things, to personal needs, to personal spiritual battles. 

When we learn to pray about anything and everything, we learn to see that God is, in fact, concerned with 

anything and everything in our life.  God is there in the small things, not just the big things. We get practice 

seeing God’s hand at work.  We see him actively working in and around us regularly.  Then, when the big things 

come up, we have a wealth of experience to draw upon in order to trust God that he will take care of the big things 

just like he’s taken care of the thousands of little things and medium sized things in the past. 

 When we just reserve prayer for the big things, we are out of practice in prayer when they come up. We 

have to think back to the last big thing to look for examples of God’s provision and care. We have little experience 

to draw on for trusting God.  We are blind to all the ways God is at work in us and around us on a daily basis. 

 How, then, do we start learning to pray about anything and everything so we can handle the big cases?  

Paul tells us “with prayer and petition, and with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.”  Prayer is just 

talking to God. We need to actually pray.  But prayer is more than just asking. Prayer means praising God. It 

means listening for God. It means praying for other people, called intercessory prayer. We pray that God will 

intercede, that he will move and act, in the lives of others. 

 Petition means humble asking.  We need to actually ask God to work.  He often works in the 

background, but as a gentleman, God waits for us to ask before he interferes or intercedes in our lives or the lives 

of others.  And when we ask, we need to be humble. We must not stridently demand that God move. We humble 

ask that he move, recognizing that He is God and we are not. 

 The third ingredient in the recipe is thanksgiving. This is one we are quick to forget!  We frequently come 

to God with a list of things for him to do.  How often do we come to him with a list of things he’s already done 

that we are thankful for?   

 [pic] You know, Amy and I have put a great deal of effort into teaching Megan to say please and thank 

you.  She has excellent manners!  When we were visiting family in Chicago last week, her aunts and cousins and 

grandparents all commented on how nice her manners are. They thought it was so cute that Megan would say 

“please” and “thank you” without having to be prompted.  We need to learn to have manners with God when 

we pray. We need to say please and thank you when we talk to our Heavenly Father, just like we expect children 

to use their manners when they speak to adults. 

 When we come to God in thanksgiving, it not only pleases God that we are thanking him, it isn’t just good 

manners.  It also serves to remind us of all the ways God has already answered our prayers, moved in our lives 

and provided for our needs.  That is another important foundation stone of not being anxious. When we make 
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thanking God a regular part of our prayer life, we are constantly reminded of his work. That helps defuse any 

anxiety we may start to feel.  Remember, the Lord is near. He is working in and around you. Thanking him for 

this reminds us that it is happening. It reminds us of his activity and nearness.  Thanksgiving is a powerful 

antidote to worry and a strong boost to our trust. 

 This is the recipe for the peace of God to guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Notice that Paul 

says it will guard our hearts and minds. [pic] This is another military word, one of many in the letter. The idea is 

that of a garrison, a group of soldiers set to defend a territory. It conveys the idea of soldiers manning the walls or 

gates of a city. [Barclay, p. 78]  

 Our hearts and minds need guarding!  What we let creep into our minds, our feelings, our will, desires, 

preferences and imagination can be devastating!  Not only do we have to worry about the sin within us, we also 

have an enemy outside us who is eager to draw us away from God and into worry, doubt and fear.  So it is 

important that the peace of God guards our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus! 

Peace With Our World 
 This brings us to the final paragraph of our passage in which Paul urges his readers to set their minds on 

the things that are true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent and praiseworthy.  The last paragraph 

deals with how we interact with the world around us, the non-Christian world. So far, everything has been about 

being “in the Lord.” So far everything has been about Christians interacting with one another and with God.  But 

now Paul gives instructions for how to deal with the world outside, the world that is not Christian. 

 This was very important for the Philippian church and it is increasingly important for us today.  The 

Philippian Christians were living in a Roman colony. The Roman citizens, the majority of people in Philippi, were 

passionately nationalistic. They were passionately Roman. And they looked down on anybody in their city who 

was not Roman.  They would have been particularly suspicious of Christians who refused to take part in their 

pagan religious ceremonies or offer sacrifices to Caesar. These Christians actually said, “Jesus is Lord,” when 

every good Roman knew that only Caesar is Lord! 

 So it was a very practical, day to day issue for Christians in Philippi. How do we interact with the 

non-Christians culture around us?  Do we have to completely separate ourselves and distance ourselves? Can we 

still be Roman and be Christian?  What do we do? 

 Throughout the history of the church, Christians have wrestled with this question. Do we need to be 

completely distanced from the world? Can we be in the world? Can we enjoy the world but still be Christians?  

This is why over the centuries some groups have formed monasteries, others have formed separate communities 

just for Christians.  On the other end of the spectrum, some Christians have been intimately involved in culture, 

politics and the secular community.  It’s hard to figure out the right thing to do. 

 Here Paul addresses, at least in part, how to interact with our surrounding, non-Christian culture.  This list 

he gives, whatever is true, right, pure, lovely, etc. is unlike any other list in the Bible. It’s not like his list of the 

fruit of the Spirit or any other Jewish or Christian list. It is actually very similar to Greek lists of virtuous things.  

This is partly how we know he is talking about engaging secular culture- he lists what secular culture values that 

is compatible with Christianity. 

 There are good things in our culture. There are good things in the world outside the church.  Christians 

are to engage these good aspects of culture.  We are always to filter them through Christ and the cross, but we can 

and should engage our culture on these things.  This is where our minds are to dwell, to live, to reside.  By 

engaging our surrounding culture in these areas, we have an opportunity to bring Christ to bear on them. We have 

opportunities to reach out into the world around us. We can use these to make connections with people who don’t 

know Jesus, but need to. 

 This is not only how the church can reach out, but how we can also reach one.  While we were in Chicago 

last week, Amy and I had a conversation with my sister Elizabeth.  Apparently, her boyfriend Matt and our 

brother-in-law Scott had a bonding experience. You see, Matt is not a Christian. He may identify as a nominal 

Christian, but he’s not walking with the Lord.  He made a profession 30 years ago while in college, but had a bad 

experience and left the church. 

Scott, on the other hand, is a very devoted Christian but is very conservative politically, theologically and 

socially.  Matt, on the other hand, is very liberal politically and socially. These two have very little in common. If 
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they talked for long they’d probably tick each other off.  But apparently, last week, while we were all visiting 

together, they got talking about musical theatre.  My very macho, man’s man, state champion wrestler, 

construction worker brother-in-law Scott has a romantic side and loves musicals like “The Phantom of the 

Opera,” “The King and I” and the like. Matt’s mom used to be involved in local musical theatre when he was 

growing up, so his childhood summers were filled with musicals!  They got chatting about this and had a bonding 

moment. Now Matt is talking about ways he and Scott can bond further and maybe share their love of musicals. 

 You see, Scott now has a tremendous opportunity to “reach one.” He has an opportunity to reach Matt with 

the gospel and the love of Christ because Scott has engages something lovely in our culture- good musical theatre.  

If Scott completely separates himself from our culture, he wouldn’t have this point of common interest with Matt.  

Now, however, there is a chance that Matt will develop yet another good relationship with another Christian.  

And relationships matter! Very few people come to Christ through ideas alone.  A vast majority of people come 

to know Christ because of relationships they have with people who love him! 

 As we engage the good things in our culture, we can continue in our mission to glorify God and proclaim 

Christ.  We don’t have to completely separate from the non-Christian world. In fact, we are called to be 

ambassadors to it!  But it’s tricky to know what parts of our culture are ok and what parts are bad.  Here we have 

some guidelines to help us with those decisions. 

Why It Matters  
 So how, then, do we take these lessons home? What does this passage teach us?  First, we see that 

relationships matter. Relationships with other Christians are important, especially when we disagree.  

Relationships matter!  Paul calls on two people specifically to agree in the Lord, and then names two other 

people he wants to work with them to find peace with one another in Christ.  We must remember that our 

overarching goal of glorifying God and proclaiming Christ needs to take precedence over everything else.  That 

means that even when we disagree, part of glorifying God is to find peace with one another in the Lord. 

 Second, we saw the key to eliminating worry. We saw the recipe for the peace of God to guard our hearts 

and minds in Christ Jesus- and our hearts and minds need guarding!  We must remember that Jesus is near, so we 

need not worry. Because Jesus is near, we can approach God with confidence!  So in anything and 

everything, the big and the small, the mundane and the unusual, we are to pray, ask humbly, remember to be 

thankful and present our requests to God.  That way we will learn to see God in the everyday things, and not just 

the big things. We will have practice praying and not be rusty when big things come up. We will train ourselves to 

be thankful, which is not only good manners, but reminds us of all the ways God has already moved in our lives. 

This fights our tendency towards worry and gives a boost to our faith. 

 We can reach out to our world by setting our minds on the things in our world that are true, right, lovely, 

pure and admirable.  We can let our minds dwell on that which is excellent or praiseworthy and find ways to 

connect with the world around us that so desperately needs Christ!  This is how we stand shoulder to shoulder, 

united in Christ, contending as one to proclaim Christ and glorify God.  Amen. 


