Living Above the Circumstances #14

“Coping with Deficiency”

Philippians 4:14-23

The American middle class is disappearing. At least that’s what both political parties are saying. Democratic Senator Bernie Sanders focused throughout his presidential campaign on what he termed the “disappearing middle class”—disappearing, Sanders said, thanks to income inequality. From the other side, Republican Donald Trump echoed the same message: “The great American middle class is disappearing.”
 The Washington Post reports, “The great shrinking of the middle class that has captured the attention of the nation is not only playing out in troubled regions like the Rust Belt, Appalachia and the Deep South, but in just about every metropolitan area in America.”
 Another website states, “As the super-rich continue to get richer, many middle class Americans are finding themselves slipping into poverty.”

To be fair, not everybody is echoing such dire economic statements. (The first article I referenced is entitled, “The Myth of the Stagnating Middle Class.”) But many in America today are feeling the squeeze of monetary and material goods, especially those on fixed incomes. We need not look to Third World countries to find abject poverty and extreme need; we need look within our own borders…and sometimes in our own backyards.

Contrary to what many televangelists preach, Christians are not promised prosperity in this life. Throughout history some of the godliest people have lived with little of this world’s goods. Yet God has promised that His children would have their needs met…and He often does that through other believers. 

As we wrap up our study of Paul’s letter to the Philippians today, we learn valuable lessons in giving and receiving in “Coping with Deficiency.”
The Partnership of Sharing

Paul speaks of the partnership of sharing in Philippians 4:14-16,

Yet it was good of you to share in my troubles. Moreover, as you Philippians know, in the early days of your acquaintance with the gospel, when I set out from Macedonia, not one church shared with me in the matter of giving and receiving, except you only; for even when I was in Thessalonica, you sent me aid again and again when I was in need.

Paul mentions his “troubles.” Throughout his missionary journeys he endured hardship and disappointments, heartaches and afflictions. Through it all, the Philippians lent their support. They felt pain when he hurt, they prayed for him when he was unable to stay in touch, and they sent friends to comfort him when he was in prison.

He mentions the early days of his acquaintance with the Philippians. It may be helpful to follow Paul’s course on a map of that second missionary journey. Paul left Troas in Asia Minor and crossed over to Europe, landing at the port city of Neapolis and proceeding immediately to Philippi. There he and Silas were arrested, beaten, and eventually escorted out of town, but not before they planted this fledgling church. Leaving Philippi, Paul quickly passed through Amphipolis and Apollonia and arrived at Thessalonica, where in short order he started another church. So Paul is saying that even by the time he got to Thessalonica and started preaching the gospel there, the Philippians were already finding ways to help and were asking what part they could play in this great ministry. Apparently Paul stayed in Thessalonica only a few weeks, but during that short time, the Philippians came through again and again.
 Notice that Paul writes, “even in Thessalonica.” That was a wealthier city than Philippi. Yet even when Paul was there, the Philippians kept right on giving.

The verb Paul uses to describe their involvement is translated “share” in the niv and “communicate” in the kjv. In the original Greek it is a form of the word koinōnia, meaning “fellowship” or “partnership.”
 Remember earlier in the letter Paul wrote of “your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now” in Philippians 1:5. This is the same idea. By sharing in the material support of Paul the Philippians were partnering with him in his ministry, and would ultimately share in his reward. The words “giving and receiving” in verse 15 are business terms referring to the credit and debit side of a ledger.

Jesus taught the parable of the sheep and the goats in Matthew 25:34-40,

“Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ 

 “Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ 

“The King will reply, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.’” 

This parable teaches three truths. First, there will be Christians who are, from time to time, in need. Second, there will be other Christians who, from time to time, provide for those in need. Third, those who alleviate the deficiency of other Christians are, in fact, serving Christ.

God will at times provide miraculously for His children. More often than not, though, He uses other children to do the providing. This is the partnership of sharing.

The Pleasure of Sharing

Next we see the pleasure of sharing in verses 17-18,

Not that I am looking for a gift, but I am looking for what may be credited to your account. I have received full payment and even more; I am amply supplied, now that I have received from Epaphroditus the gifts you sent. They are a fragrant offering, an acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to God.
This pleasure is three-fold. Paul was certainly pleased with the sharing of the Philippians as seen in verse 18. His words continue to reflect the accounting theme mentioned above, as the words “I have” in first century meant, “I give you a receipt for what you sent me.”
 Taking stock of his situation, Paul realized he couldn’t have been better taken care of. As he put it, he was “amply supplied.” He had more than enough. Thanks to the sacrificial commitment of the Philippians, his needs were wonderfully met.

“Not that I am looking for a gift,” Paul hastened to say. We might say, “I am not fishing for a gift.” (A lot of televangelists today could not make that claim!) Paul had long since learned to trust the Lord to supply all he needed.
 Instead, he sees the “investment value” of their gift is not primarily what he received, but the “spiritual dividends” credited to their account.
 As Acts 20:35 records Jesus’ words, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” Every act of giving develops and enriches him who performs it as well as him who receives it.

Most importantly, though, the gift was pleasing to God. There was a lot of pleasure in Rome and Philippi over the whole sharing experience, but it was nothing to the joy in heaven. Don’t miss what Paul says about the sharing. It was “well-pleasing to God.”
 The language used to describe their gift, as a fragrant offering, is taken from the Old Testament, and is a reminder to us that all sincere Christian service which entails sacrificial and self-denying cost not only promotes the cause of Christ and strengthens the hand of God’s servants, but it is an act of worship in which God takes pleasure.
 

In our Sunday evening messages we have been examining the Old Testament offerings and how Christ fulfilled all of them on the cross. In addition to the sin offering and guilt offering (which were mandatory) were the burnt offering, grain offering, and the peace (or fellowship) offerings, which were voluntary sacrifices that brought special pleasure to God.
 As the gift is given, prompted by the Spirit of God, it comes as “a fragrant aroma,” giving God great delight.

Paul looked on their gift as a spiritual sacrifice, laid on the altar to the glory of God. We are to yield our bodies as spiritual sacrifices, according to Romans 12:1–2, as well as the praise of our lips, as in Hebrews 13:15. Here, Paul sees the Philippian believers as priests, giving their offering as a sacrifice to the Lord.
 Paul, the Philippians, and the Lord were all pleased.

The Promise of Sharing

Then, in verse 19, we see the promise of sharing: “And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.” This is the best-known verse in this section, and perhaps in the whole book. Yet, as Lehman Strauss points out, “Many Christians quote and claim it who have no right to do so.”
 Why? They ignore the context. This is not just a blanket promise meant for everyone. This promise was given to a group of believers who had sacrificed in order to share with Paul in his affliction and need. It was to those generous saints that the promise was given.

There is an interesting contrast between verses 18 and 19. We might paraphrase Paul: “You met my need, and God is going to meet your need. You met one need that I have, but my God will meet all of your needs. You gave out of your poverty, but God will supply your needs out of His riches in glory!”

The word “meet” is the translation of the same Greek word earlier translated, “I am amply supplied.” God’s treatment of the Philippian saints corresponded to their treatment of Paul. They filled full Paul’s every need to overflowing. God will do the same for them.
 Paul says, in effect, “My God who has made you his instruments in fulfilling my need will fulfil every need of yours.”

Jesus taught in Luke 6:38, “Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together and running over, will be poured into your lap.” When we share, we get back far more than we give. The non-sharer finds this hard to believe, but it’s true.
 Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 9:6-8,

Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously. Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work.
Now God has not promised to supply all our “greeds.” When the child of God is in the will of God, serving for the glory of God, then he will have every need met. Missionary Hudson Taylor often said, “When God’s work is done in God’s way for God’s glory, it will not lack for God’s supply.”

Furthermore, God is committed to seeing that the sharer doesn’t suffer because he shares. This is good news, because so often at the back of our minds we think that we can’t afford to share when the real truth of the matter is that we can’t afford not to share.
 As my good friend Richard Christianson likes to say, “You can’t out give God.” I have found that to be true myself. 

God provides for our needs…and He uses other people to make those provisions. But He also provides for those who give so that everyone will have what they need to serve God and one another.

Paul concludes the letter in verses 20-23, “To our God and Father be glory for ever and ever. Amen. Greet all the saints in Christ Jesus. The brothers who are with me send greetings. All the saints send you greetings, especially those who belong to Caesar’s household. The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit. Amen.

This is a typical closing for Paul’s letters: “All of us greet all of you.” He mentions three groups in the “all of us.” First he mentions “brothers who are with me,” meaning the circle of Paul’s immediate colleagues.
 No doubt these brethren were Paul’s personal friends who, daring to be identified with him, visited him in prison.
 The second group is “all the saints,” referring to the Christians in Rome with whom Paul had become acquainted during his imprisonment. One group in particular, however, sent greetings to the Philippians: “those who belong to Caesar’s household.” The group of Christians belonging to the household of the emperor seems to have included his slaves, former slaves, and people who filled all kinds of offices connected with his domestic establishment. Paul’s reference to this group gives an interesting sidelight on the progress the gospel had made at Rome. In Nero’s own court, within the chambers of his palace, were numerous Christians!

This letter begins with grace and ends with grace. It begins with the Lord Jesus Christ and ends with the Lord Jesus Christ. Christ is the theme of the letter from beginning to end—His name occurs more than forty times, an average of once in every two or three verses. All we can do is echo his final “Amen.”

John Walvoord concludes,

The warmth of this epistle and its relevance to the intimate, spiritual conflicts of all ages, has made this letter of Paul timeless, not only because it is Scripture but because it relates so accurately to the spiritual needs of Christians in all circumstances of life.

I have entitled this series of message, “Living Above the Circumstances.” Christians are not immune to the challenges of this life; but we are given unique resources to cope with whatever comes our way. 

Our culture is in desperate need of coping skills. I am convinced that the reason so many are addicted to pain killers and alcohol these days—they cannot cope with the pain of life. Sadly, though, Christians are too often no better at coping with life than unbelievers! 

I believe it has to do with perspective. The world believes that life is all about the present, the physical, and the pleasurable. The Bible teaches that this life is all about the eternal, the spiritual, and what pleases the Lord. When we learn to look at life through His eyes, we will be able to cope with distractions, doubt, disagreements, disrespect, disunity, distress, disabilities, disease, and even death. 

This is not denial. This is not being unrealistic. If anything, this is being essentially realistic, for we acknowledge the eternal reality that the world denies. 

I began this series with the illustration of a rainy day. We may be tempted to look outside and say, “There’s no sun today.” Yet if we were to fly in an airplane through the clouds and rise above them, we would see that the sun has been shining all along. That is the true reality.

When our circumstances seem dark or even stormy, we might be tempted to look around and say, “There’s no God today.” Yet if were to by faith rise above our circumstances we would see that God has been there all along. That is the ultimate reality.

There’s an old poem that reads,

Two men look from prison bars. 

One saw mud and one saw stars.
We know which one Paul was. He saw God.

Which one are you?
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