“Think About Such Things”

Philippians 4:8-9

May 28, 2006

We have been talking about the life of discipleship – what does it mean to be a Christian, what does it mean to be a disciple – because discipleship is foundational for the believer’s life and, collectively, believers’ lives together in community. This morning, we are going to look at the mind of the disciple.

Most of us are familiar with Jesus’ parable of the “Good Samaritan” found in Luke 10. The setting to that parable is interesting:

“On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 

“What is written in the Law?” he replied. “How do you read it?” 

He answered: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind’; and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’” 

“You have answered correctly,” Jesus replied. “Do this and you will live.”” (Luke 10:25-28, NIV)

The all-encompassing love for God that Jesus affirms includes “all your mind.” Our minds are important to God. What we think and what we know are important to God. Further, it is not simply our individual minds that God cares about; it also is our corporate mind. What does the community think? What does the community care about?

It is not an easy subject to tackle because it requires us to go deep into our inner lives; areas that we tend not to share with others, areas we tend not to admit to ourselves. But it is exactly because this is not an easy subject that Paul addresses it head-on (to forgive the pun) and directly.

So, what does it mean to love God with all your mind? Summed up: loving God with your mind means minding God with your love. 

I. The Letter to the Philippians is all about “loving God with all your mind.”

Our Scripture text this morning is the capstone – an exhortation and benediction – to the letter Paul wrote to the Philippians. “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things. Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you.”

(Phil. 4:8-9, NIV)
Paul’s letter to the Philippians, a congregation he loved deeply, was written for a variety of purposes. It was a thank-you note for gifts the Philippian congregation had sent. It was a letter of commendation for Epaphroditus, whom they had sent to serve Paul, as he sent him back home. It was a letter to address some questions about preachers who sought to compete with Paul. But ultimately, it is a letter designed to shape their minds – individually and collectively – so that they may mature in their faith and grow as citizens and children in the Kingdom of God. Keep the letter open and walk with me as we go through ten steps Paul takes:

· (1:9-11) He writes this, “And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ – to the glory and praise of God.” (Philippians 1:9-11). Love for God yields more knowledge; which, in turn, leads to discernment and courage to obey the will of God.

· (1:12) “Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel.” (1:12) In other words, knowledge helps them see what has happened in the big picture.

· (1:19) “For I know that through your prayers and the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ, what has happened to me will turn out for my deliverance.” (1:19) Knowledge yields vision and discernment. That paragraph continues as Paul walks them through a discernment of what God has in store for him.

· (1:27) “Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. Then, whether I come and see you or only hear about you in my absence, I will know that you stand firm in one spirit, contending as one man for the faith of the gospel…” (1:27) Knowledge brings peace, knowledge discerns a faithful witness and inspires confidence in God’s faithfulness.

· (2:1-2) “If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose.” (2:1-2) Grow as a community by striving to be like-minded in Christ Jesus.

· (2:5) “Your (plural) attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus” (2:5; leading into the great Christ hymn 2:6-11). NRSV: “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus”.

· (3:4; 3:10-11)“If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more.” (3:4). This is book-ended by his considering all those reasons rubbish and saying, “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead.” (3:10-11)

· (3:15) “All of us who are mature should take such a view of things. And if on some point you think differently, that too God will make clear to you.” (3:15)

· (3:18-19) “…many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is on earthly things. But our citizenship is in heaven.” (3:18-19).

· (4:7) “And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” (4:7).

And these passages lead up to the exhortation and benediction-type language we have in our text this morning. 

The words Paul uses are designed to show how the good that believers saw outside the faith have deeper and more profound meaning inside the faith. The list he gives here: noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable; this is a list that believers would have known even before their salvation in Jesus Christ. It reads like the list that civic leaders would like to instill in citizens.  The key to this list – it’s not a code or anything, it’s not a secret – but the key to this list is in the two “if’s”: “if anything is excellent” or “if anything is praiseworthy”. The word for excellent is “arête”, which is the root of a word we can translate “excellent, virtuous, goodness. Actually, this is a word which is beginning to have a revival within theological circles as it points us back to God. Who is excellent, virtuous, and good? Who is praiseworthy?

Jesus Christ. He is excellent, virtuous, and good. He is praiseworthy.

Paul is exhorting believers in Philippi to understand that the virtues they have always known find completion, fulfillment and perfection in Jesus Christ. They are to put on these virtues as clothing – something that they repeat and do so often that it becomes part of their character. 

Loving God with all your mind means minding God with all your love.

II. Loving God with all your mind involves remembering, discerning, and visioning.

Our minds rarely sit still. Even when we are daydreaming or drifting – or listening to a sermon – our minds are actively engaged doing something. We can be focused on our senses: is it too hot in the sanctuary, too cold, just right? Is there too much noise? Is someone wearing too much perfume? Not enough? Which flavor life-saver do you pass down the row? Or are Altoids better?

We can be focused on other things: do the Padres play this afternoon? Boy, it’s cloudy and a little wet – can I still cut the grass? How wet is too wet? What other projects to I need to get done today? Is he still talking? What do I need to do for work tomorrow? What homework do I have to finish before school?

When we do not take the time and energy to discipline – or disciple – our minds, we can find ourselves almost anywhere. Paul exhorts the Philippians to have the mind of Christ – obedient and faithful. His exhortation to “think about such things” is a call to discipline our minds. We can do that in several ways, not the least of which is to focus our thinking. Loving God with all  your mind involves remembering, discerning and visioning.

A. Loving God with all your mind involves loving God with your memory.

This is Memorial Day weekend. It is a time when we remember, with gratitude, the sacrifices made by others in order that we might enjoy freedom as a nation. It is a time when we thank veterans and their families for their service. We set this time aside to specifically remember. It is important enough as a country, as a culture, and as a community to set aside this time to remember. For those of you who have served, you remember that service well. For those of you who have had loved ones who have served, you too remember that service well. It is important to talk about that service and to share the sacrifices that veterans have made on all our behalf.

Likewise, every Sunday morning worship is a time of remembering. We remember how God has revealed himself and acted for our salvation.  It is important to talk about how the eternal Word of God humbled himself; became incarnate; who lived, suffered, and died for our sins; and who rose again that we might have life eternal as children of the living God. We have to remember – and we have to remember to remember.

But it does not end there. Sunday morning worship also is about looking back to see where and how God has moved in your life. Where and how have you been blessed? Where and how has your life been transformed by God? Where have you been drawn up from the pit of despair? Where have you rejoiced and soared as if on eagle’s wings? It is important to talk about how God has touched our lives, and to share with others our witness and testimony of God’s grace and love. 

For many people, memories are painful. They remember their failings, their shortcomings, and their sin. Looking back makes them cringe. They hold onto those memories and never let them go because they are afraid of what will happen. Yet, to hold onto those memories and be captive to them means that we love the memories more than we love God. Look at the exhortation again: whatever is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable – excellent or praiseworthy, think about these things. The truth is that God – in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ – has set us free from captivity to sin and death and the power of those memories. If this speaks to you this morning – if there is some memory so awful that you are afraid God could not love you because of it – I pray that God would release you from it. If there is something that is holding you back from giving God your memory, I invite you to come forward and meet with the prayer team so that together you can lay whatever it is at the foot of the cross.

In Sunday morning worship, we also look back to see where and how God has moved in the life of this congregation. Together, we read from Scripture. Together, we sing songs of praise. Together, we celebrate the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper. In each, we specifically state that we are doing this to remember what God has done for us in Christ; in the Lord’s Supper, you hear the words of Jesus himself, “Do this in remembrance of me.” Together, we pray. In all of this togetherness, there may be a temptation to say, “That may be true for us all, but not for me…” Let me caution you about that as Paul cautions the Philippians. We must recognize that together we are the congregation, the body of Christ bearing witness in this place. No one else can do it for us and we do have a reputation and a testimony. Watch the Building God’s Community video for a good example of our collective memory. And it will not be long before Westminster celebrates its 50th year birthday. What has God done in the midst of this congregation? 

Loving God with all our mind means loving God with our memories.

B. Loving God with all your mind means loving God with your decisions.

Paul’s prayer is that the Philippians will grow in their love and knowledge for God so that their insight will be deeper, their discernment will be better, and their lives will be “filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ – to the glory and praise of God.” The framework that Paul gives in our scripture text this morning: whatever is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable – excellent or praiseworthy – is designed to help the Philippians think and act in the now.

Loving God with all our minds is something very much in the now because making choices is something we have to do every day. Making choices is something we have to do many times each day. What do I have to do today? What do I have to do first?  Should I do what I’m supposed to do or can I get away with doing only what I want?

Paul’s framework is an answer to the question, how do we love God with all our minds in every day circumstances? 

On a personal level, one good example of this is marriage. Marriages are about making choices now. We are blessed with a number of couples who have celebrated milestone anniversaries – years together ending with 0’s and 5’s. If asked, they will tell you that among the things that make them successful is that they have made thousands – if not millions – of little choices along the way to build up their marriage. Loving each other with all their mind has grown as they have minded each other with all of their love. You don’t have to be married to know that a wandering spouse is not a good spouse.

Think about what God is doing in the midst of this congregation. We are constantly engaged in discerning God’s will and purpose for Westminster Presbyterian Church. The construction of the sanctuary is one huge, obvious example of how we have collectively taken steps to make choices based upon our discernment of the mind of Christ. The election of officers is another. The worship bulletin this morning is filled with those choices: the songs, the prayers, the scripture text and topic – all of these are choices. Our desire in making these choices is to be true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent and praiseworthy.

Loving God with all your mind means minding God with your decisions.

C. Loving God with all your mind means loving God with hope for the future.
Paul’s letter to the Philippians is sometimes confused with living a life of denial. “Rejoice in the Lord always, again I say, rejoice!” “Whatever is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent or worthy of praise; think about these things!” Did Paul not read the news? Did he not see the earthquakes and the wars and the illnesses and the evil all around? 

Yes, he saw all those things. Remember, Paul wrote this letter while he was in chains – a prisoner. He was writing to a congregation living in expectation of persecution for their confession that Jesus Christ is Lord and their conviction hat God raised him from the dead. It is not a life of denial of reality. 

Nor is it simply a mind over matter situation; that is, by the power of positive thinking that people can will themselves to overcome hardship. 

No, Paul is not telling them to live in denial; instead, Paul is exhorting them to keep the eternal picture in mind. Remember what God has done, make your choices faithfully right now, and live into the hope that God has for us as citizens of the Kingdom of God. Hardships are real, but choices are made in the midst of hardship. Loving God with all our mind means minding God with all our love, no matter the circumstances – or – better said, in all circumstances.

Look at what he says, while in chains, “Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me – put it into practice.” Live it now. Use me as an example, he says. 

Having mature examples is so important. Being able to see the fruit borne from a life of faithfulness is so valuable, it encourages other people that their hope is true and assured. 

Further, this is why remembering and discernment are so important to share. We need to grow up and mature as disciples – individually and as a congregation. I look around this congregation and marvel at the witnesses for Christ we have in our midst. People whose lives have been touched by God and who are running the race faithfully. Not perfectly – and that’s part of the point – that God’s grace has met and made a difference in the lives of believers who have stumbled and fallen. The stories of how God has redeemed failure, forgiven sins, and has met us in our darkest times are so important.

Paul’s exhortation to look at his example is as relevant today as it was then. His example is not one we would see celebrated in most of our media today. He is a prisoner for Christ; not exactly the poster boy for success in our culture. Yet, he is a success and an example for us because his vision is larger than cultural success and circumstances; he is seeking to know Christ and be fully known by Christ. He knows that he will be received and welcomed as a citizen of the kingdom of heaven. His hope is our hope. His dream is our dream. His vision is our vision. Living our life with an eye on taking obedient steps every day is noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable – excellent or praiseworthy.

Loving God with all your mind means loving God with hope for the future.

III. Conclusion: Loving God with all your mind means minding God with all your love – your memory, your decisions, your hope for the future.

So, friends, brothers and sisters in Christ, as you go forth from this place today, take some time to remember those who have given of their lives and sacrificed so much in order that we are able to worship God in this place. Remember what God has done. Make choices that honor God. Live into an eternal role as a citizen and child of the Kingdom of God. And, 

“Whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable – if anything is excellent or praiseworthy – think about these things.” Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you.” In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

8:30 prayer; 10:45 Hymn #392, “Take Thou Our Minds”
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