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Philippians 4:1-14

I listen to a lot of music.  It’s really important to me in many ways.  And I can always tell where my soul is at by the music I am listening to the most.  To give you an idea of where I am at right now, this is a list of some of the titles I have been listening to lately: Lord I Need You, Cast My Cares on You, Come Alive Dry Bones, Trust in You, Through All of It, I Am Not Alone, How Can it Be, King of the World, Need You Now, Just Be Held, and the one I listen to everyday, sometimes multiple times: Eye of the Storm (words).  Thinking about these songs, they all have a similar theme – comfort in times of distress – they are designed to bring comfort to a weary soul – to bring strength to a struggling soul.  That is where my soul is right now – not in a bad or negative way, but in a real way – and from my conversations with many of you, you are there as well – we share this together.  You see, I feel like right now there is so much going on.  So much for each of us to take care of and to handle.  It feels like no one is immune from concern and worry – and the concerns are important, deep and sometimes scary: health issues (physical, emotional, mental, spiritual), money, we are worried about our children and our parents, friends, the church, the government, the unity of our country.  Genuine, valid, deep seated concerns.  And unfortunately, some of these concerns are without ready solution – there are some that we do not know how we are going to fix; or even if they can be fixed.  And that can be overwhelming and place monumental stress on our souls.  I feel that deeply with you.


So, into that space, I bring you this scripture passage from Philippians – and let me say, if you are not in that place, you have my permission to stop listening.  But if you are struggling like I am, then I encourage you to hear this word of God from the apostle Paul because it can bring a balm and healing to your souls.

41Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved.  2I urge Euodia and I urge Syntyche to be of the same mind in the Lord. 3Yes, and I ask you also, my loyal companion, help these women, for they have struggled beside me in the work of the gospel, together with Clement and the rest of my co-workers, whose names are in the book of life. 

4Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 


8 Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about* these things. 9Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you.  

10 I rejoice  in the Lord greatly that now at last you have revived your concern for me; indeed, you were concerned for me, but had no opportunity to show it. 11Not that I am referring to being in need; for I have learned to be content with whatever I have. 12I know what it is to have little, and I know what it is to have plenty. In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being well-fed and of going hungry, of having plenty and of being in need. 13I can do all things through him who strengthens me. 
The Lord is Near

Overall this passage is so rich and fantastic.  There are just so many beautiful, practical parts of this passage.  I could preach a full sermon on each verse and have plenty to say.  But for me, for today, I believe there is one verse that is critical and vital.  As a matter of fact, I think it really is central to the gospel, the Good News of our faith.  And it’s right there in the middle – in verse 5: “The Lord is near” (slide).  For me, that is really the good news: the Lord is near.  Just stop and consider that for a moment.  Paul tells us that no matter where we go, no matter what is going on in our lives, God is there with us – right beside us.  God, the Creator of the world, the maker of all this is seen and unseen, is right with you.  The Lord is near.  If and when we choose to really buy into that, to believe that fully, what could be more reassuring or powerful or inspiring than knowing, recognizing and believing that?  The Lord, God Almighty is near to you – right there with you.  For Paul, the idea that “the Lord is near”, is central to who he is and how he lives his life.  It is the basis from which he lives his life.  When he says that “the Lord is near”, he means it – that is his strength and his rock.  Paul lives his life in this richness of knowing, trusting, that the Lord God is near to him at all times.  

Even in the worst of times.  I asked this in my Mid Week Thoughts, but does anyone know where Paul is when he writes this letter?  He is not writing from a beautiful vacation resort on a Caribbean island.  He is in jail.  He is in jail and knows that he may never get out, except by death.  So as he writes this beautiful passage about this deep joy and rejoicing, about the peace of God, about not worrying about anything, about all the beautiful things there to think about in the world, he is not writing about rejoicing and being near the Lord from some ivory tower all warm and comfortable.  He is writing from death row.  He is staring death in the face and writing that the Lord is near and that he can rejoice.  How can he, from a vantage point of death, write so peacefully and inspiringly?  I want to share 2 quotes with you that I believe help explain:  William Loader writes his about Paul (slide): Paul's sense of joy is not the absence of pain or fear, but the presence of Christ, in whom he places his hope and trust.  Nathan Eddy writes this about Paul here (slide): For Paul, joy and life beyond constant worry come not when one has mastered this or that spirituality, or when they arrive “special delivery” from God, but when one perceives God’s action even amid difficulty and pain.  Knowing that the Lord is near – trusting in God’s presence and goodness allows, and causes. Paul to rejoice in all his circumstances. The Lord is near.  
The presence of God is like that, isn't it?  The presence of God changes everything for us.  Don't ever forget that friends.  In the midst of all we are going through, all the stress and difficulties, The Lord Is Near.  There is a very old contemporary, very popular Christian song, I Can Only Imagine.  In it, the singer talks about when, at the end, he gets to meet Jesus – and he can only imagine how amazing and beautiful and overwhelmingly fantastic that will be.  And while I love the song and understand what he saying, I kind of struggle with it, theologically.  It is based on the premise that we can really only know and be overwhelmed by God’s presence when we are in heaven.  And while I understand what he is saying I think I understand it a little differently.  I believe that the Lord is Near – NOW – and as Jesus said the Kingdom of God is near.  You don't have to wait.  And I think the Apostle Paul would agree as well.  You see, I believe that a deep and powerful part of the good news is that we can have that presence and connection with God right now, right here – even in the midst of the difficulty and pain – just like Paul writes.  Paul could rejoice, even in struggles, even facing death, because the Lord is Near.

But how do we know that Pastor Tedd, you ask?  How do we really know the Lord is Near?  Because it is very easy to go through life, to walk through this world and fail to notice God.  God doesn’t always barge into our lives in big, magnificent ways – and if we fail to see the everyday instances of God’s presence, we may lose the dynamic life-giving connection with God that we vitally need.  But when we see God's presence, we recognize God walking with us every day, our lives are richer, fuller, more at peace.  We all have our own personal ways of knowing the Lord is Near.  I think often it is the little things – when we see God near us in the sunrise or the sunset, in a friend’s phone call or note, in a stranger’s smile – then we remember the Lord is Near and we can be strengthened and comforted.  When we know and trust that God is fully present with us, we can walk more confidently, more joyfully each day.


So let me encourage each of you, know that the Lord is near – know that God’s presence goes with you everywhere you go.  Yes, I know it doesn’t always seem like it – there are days when God seems non-existent or non-present.  We all have days like that.  But the truth is, as Paul writes in his letter to the Romans (slide): 38For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, 39nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  Friends that is good news.  That the Lord in all of his love is near to you.  Always.  As near as your breath.  As near as the sun shining down.  As near as your beating heart.  That is reason to rejoice.  May that presence guide and fill and bring you the peace that passes all understanding.  Thanks be to God for God’s loving, abiding, inspiring, hopeful presence.  The Lord is near.  Amen.
