Living Above the Circumstances #5

“Coping with Darkness”

Philippians 2:12-18

Darkness can mean a physical absence of light or figuratively sadness or depression. In recent years doctors have discovered a link between the two. What once was popularly called “seasonal depression” or “winter blues” now has a medical name: seasonal affective disorder, a phrase that produces the acronym SAD.
 Experts were initially skeptical, but this condition is now recognized as a common disorder. It was formally described and named in 1984 by Norman E. Rosenthal and colleagues at the National Institute of Mental Health. SAD’s prevalence in the U.S. ranges from 1.4% in Florida to 9.9% in Alaska.

More recently, neuroscientists at the University of Pennsylvania have discovered that light deprivation can actually lead to the death of neurons in the brain that produce norepi​nephrine, dopamine and serotonin—common neurotransmitters involved in emotion, pleasure and cognition. This neuronal death may be the mechanism underlying the darkness-related blues of seasonal affective disorder.
 Treatment for SAD may include light therapy (phototherapy), psychotherapy and medications.

Without diminishing the reality or the severity of seasonal affective disorder, I believe there is another way in which darkness can bring us down—spiritually. This morning I want to address the subject, “Coping with Darkness,” as we continue our study in Philippians 2.

The Draining Power of Darkness 

Paul refers to the draining power of darkness in verse 15: “…so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe…” Ray Stedman rewords this, “Ours is a world of crooks and perverts.”
 

And he’s right. Every time we pick up a newspaper or turn on the evening news, we are bombarded with the deeds of darkness being done by our fellow man. Every day seems to echo the words of Jesus in John 3:19, “Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.” 

This can drain us of our spiritual strength, causing us to slip into spiritual depression. Consider David’s words in Psalm 6:6-7, “I am worn out from groaning; all night long I flood my bed with weeping and drench my couch with tears. My eyes grow weak with sorrow; they fail because of all my foes.” We read in Jeremiah 45:3, “I am worn out with groaning and find no rest.” Can you relate to those feelings? I’m sure every believer has felt that at one time or another.

How can we cope? Paul provides two ways in this passage.

The Developing Power of Discipleship

The first is the developing power of discipleship. Paul writes in verses 12-13,

Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.
“What does that have to do with discipleship?” you might ask. True, the word “disciple” does not appear in this text, but think back to Jesus’ definition of discipleship we know of as the Great Commission in Matthew 28:18-20,

“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”

At first glance there may appear to be four verbs here, but in the Greek there is only one: “make disciples.” The other three—“go,” “baptize,” and “teach”—are participles, showing how the verb is to be done. We often focus on the first two—“going” and “baptizing”—but we often neglect the last one—“teaching.” What does Jesus say we are to teach? “To obey everything I have commanded you.” Our obedience is the way we enter, in experience, into the totality of what God is doing in us.
 Obedience is the essence of discipleship.

Paul’s next line, “continue to work out your salvation,” has thrown many for a loop. “I didn’t think salvation had anything to do with works!” you might say. And you’re right. On another occasion Paul wrote, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and that not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast” (Eph. 2:8-9). But notice that Paul did not tell them to work for their salvation, but to work out their salvation.

To begin with, Paul is writing to people who are already “saints,” which means they have trusted Christ and have been set apart for Him.
 The words “work out” are the translation of a Greek term that means “to carry out to the goal, to carry to its ultimate conclusion.” We say, “The student worked out a problem in arithmetic.” That is, he carried the problem to its ultimate conclusion. This is the way it is used here. The Philippians are exhorted to carry their salvation to its ultimate conclusion, namely, Christlikeness.

Think of it this way. When we become ill, we go to a doctor. He diagnoses our ailment and prescribes the proper treatment. He hands us the correct prescription, and we take it to the pharmacist who gives us the medication. So far, everything has been done for us—diagnosis, prescription, medication. It now becomes our responsibility to follow the doctor’s orders exactly as stated.
 The doctor and pharmacist can’t take the medicine for us. We must do our part.

Paul adds to that phrase, “with fear and trembling.” Again, that might sound odd to us; after all, Christians have nothing to fear, right? It really means, “reverence and healthy respect.” It is most unfortunate that some people get the idea that because salvation is free it is cheap. To some the idea of eternal security is a license for ill-disciplined, careless living. “I’m saved whatever I do. What I do is not going to affect my destiny. I’m saved by grace, so if I go wrong I’ll just claim grace and go on from there.” Perhaps Paul had this in mind when he reminded the people that a sense of humble gratitude and reverential awe is more befitting a saved soul than careless and disobedient living.
 J. A. Motyer explains,

There is a fear of God of which we know all too little and which we lose at our peril—a godly fear, growing out of recognition of weakness and of the power of temptation; a filial dread of offending God. This is not the fear of a lost sinner before the Holy One, but the fear of a true child before the most loving of all fathers; not a fear of what he might do to us, but of the hurt we might do to him.

This all sounds great, but in practice it may be overwhelming. Paul has just presented Jesus Christ as our great Example in the exercise of humility. We read it, and we agree with it, but how do we go about practicing it? How could any mortal man ever hope to achieve what Jesus Christ achieved? It seems almost presumptuous to even try! Here we are, trying to develop humility, and we are exercising pride by daring to imitate the Lord Jesus Christ!

Are we left to do so all alone? Is it our task to gut it out, grit our teeth, and do His will? Not at all. Here’s the balance: God is at work in us! He is the one who gives us strength and empowers our diligence.
 Remember the golden rule of spiritual experience: When God gives a command He also gives the power to obey.
 There is no such thing as an “unfounded mandate” with God!

The Greek term rendered “works” is energeō, meaning “to energize, to work effectively.” Our words “energy” and “energize” come from it.
  Energeō has more to do with God’s enablement than with our resources. 
 The principle Paul lays down is this: God must work in us before He can work through us. This principle is seen at work throughout the Bible in the lives of men like Moses, David, the Apostles, and others. God had a special purpose for each man to fulfill, and each man was unique and not an imitation of somebody else. God is more interested in the workman than in the work. If the workman is what he ought to be, the work will be what it ought to be.
 We see a beautiful balance here that permeates all of Scripture—man’s human responsibility blended with God’s divine resources.
 Instead of “either/or” it is “both/and.”

The full phrase is, “for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.” The words “to will” are the translation of a Greek word meaning, “to desire,” and refer to a desire that comes from one’s emotions rather than from one’s intellect.
 

This comes as a surprise to some Christians. “God wouldn’t let me do what I like to do—would he?” According to Paul, he would. The New Century Version reads, “God is working in you to help you want to do and be able to do what pleases him.” Your Designer couples the “want to” with the “be able to.” Desire shares the driver’s seat with ability.
 One of my favorite verses is Psalm 37:4, “Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart.” I don’t believe this means God will give me whatever I want. I believe this means that God will place His desires in my heart, so that I will want to do what He wants me to do. But He does not merely leave me with the desire to do His will; He provides the necessary power to do it. The Greek construction implies habit, the habitual doing of God’s will.
 It is a lifestyle.

Paul concludes verse 13 with the words, “according to his good purpose.” Spiritually speaking, this is the ultimate goal or purpose of our lives. We are to live for God’s greater glory—not our own selfish desires.
 That may sound disappointing to some. They thought He lived in them to make them feel good. That is not His primary purpose. He has some big plans for you, and He is there to implement them. If you bring yourself to want what He wants, then you will find He will work out in your life what you want. Not because you want it, but because He wants it and you came into line with His desires.

In verse twelve, we have human responsibility, in verse thirteen, divine enablement, a perfect balance that must be kept if the Christian life is to be lived at its best. For too long scholars have expended huge quantities of energy pitting God’s sovereignty against human responsibility, when the Bible insists that these things belong together.
 Wuest concludes,

It is not a “let go and let God” affair. It is a “take hold with God” business. It is a mutual co-operation with the Holy Spirit in an interest and an activity in the things of God. The saint must not merely rest in the Holy Spirit for victory over sin and the production of a holy life. He must in addition to this dependence upon the Spirit, say a positive NO to sin and exert himself to the doing of the right. Here we have that incomprehensible and mysterious interaction between the free will of man and the sovereign grace of God.

God has done and is doing His part; we are called to do ours. This is the developing power of discipleship.

The Demonstrative Power of Delight

Finally we see the demonstrative power of delight in verses 14-18,

Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe as you hold out the word of life—in order that I may boast on the day of Christ that I did not run or labor for nothing. But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you. So you too should be glad and rejoice with me.
The first part of Paul’s counsel here represents the negative side and the last part, the positive. The two provide another needed balance. Negatively, watch your attitude! A bad attitude reveals itself from two sides: something we do alone—”grumbling”—and something we do when we are with others—”arguing.” Both of these joy stealers need to be exposed.
 There are two things the characterized the Israelites in the Old Testament, according to Exodus 16:7 and Numbers 11:1.
 

What exactly is “grumbling”? It is not loud, boisterous grousing but rather low-toned, discontented muttering. It is negative, muted comments, complaining and whining.
 The same Greek word appears in Acts 6:1, translated “complaining” in the niv. This private grumbling leads to public arguing.

Both activities reveal a basic discontentment in the heart. We can be discontented with our circumstances—someone seems to be getting ahead of us or things aren’t working out as we planned—and as a result we grumble and complain.
 Such “verbal pollution” takes a heavy toll on everyone. Furthermore, who gave anyone the right to pollute the air with such pessimism? I agree with the person who said: “We have no more right to put our discordant states of mind into the lives of those around us and rob them of their sunshine and brightness than we have to enter their houses and steal their silverware.”

Positively, Paul urges his readers at the end of verse 15 to “shine like stars in the universe…” The word stars means luminaries; that is, the moon and sun and the stars.
 This echoes the words of Jesus in Matthew 5:14 and 16, “You are the light of the world… Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven.” We are living in a dark world. All around us are people whose lives are bent and warped by sin. We were once just as bent, just as selfish, and just as crooked as other people, but our lives have been rekindled with light from on high. God has set us in this dark world as lamps.
 Amid this moral blackness, the children of God should stand out as stars at midnight. Believers are the possessors of Christ, the Light of the world (John 8:12), and so are now light-givers to the world. “You shine” states the present fact. They are not told to shine, but are reminded that they already do. The challenge was to let the light shine out unhindered.
 And, as Stuart Briscoe points out, “The grumbling has to go if the shining is to start.”
 

Christians who “live in the world” without “becoming part of the world”—Christians who mingle with and work for non-Christians with a reverent and respectful attitude, who do not complain and argue, and who live blameless and pure lives—will “shine like stars in the universe.” In the midst of darkness the light of God will shine forth through their lives.

We live in a dark, depressing world. It would be easy to allow the world to steal our joy, to become bitter, resentful people who do nothing but grumble and complain and argue about everything. At which point we have become just like the world.

We are not to become like the world but rather like Christ. We do that through obeying His commands and working out our salvation. We reflect His image in our attitudes as we resist the temptation to grumble and complain and instead rejoice regardless of our situation. We are to, in short, live above our circumstances!
What this dark world needs is not more darkness, but light. And we are that light! We have the Light of the world shining through us, though we must remember that the light shines the brightest in the darkest circumstances. Paul reminded his readers that he may be facing the end of his life, yet he continued to rejoice.

 As children many of us learned a chorus that said, “This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine.” How about we dust off that little ditty and start living it in our lives?
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