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Scripture 
 

 
10 I rejoiced greatly in the Lord that at last you renewed your concern for me. Indeed, you were 
concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it. 11 I am not saying this because I am in need, 
for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. 12 I know what it is to be in need, 
and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and 
every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. 13 I can do all 
this through God who gives me strength. 
14 Yet it was good of you to share in my troubles. 15 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; 16 for even when I 
was in Thessalonica, you sent me aid more than once when I was in need. 17 Not that I desire 
your gifts; what I desire is that more be credited to your account. 18 I have received full 
payment and have more than enough. 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. 19 And my God will meet all your needs according to the riches of his glory in Christ 
Jesus. 
20 To our God and Creator be glory for ever and ever. Amen. 
21 Greet all God’s people in Christ Jesus. The brothers and sisters who are with me send 
greetings. 22 All God’s people here send you greetings, especially those who belong to 
Caesar’s household. 
23 The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit. Amen. 

Philippians 4:10-23 (NIV) 
 
Introduction 
 
1. Today is the final teaching on the new Testament letter of Paul to the church in the city of Philippi. 

Next Sunday is Palm Sunday, at which point we will pause our teaching series on the shorter 
letters of the New Testament for Holy Week services. After Holy Week we launch into the shorter 
letter of Colossians in a six-part series we have titled “Ways to Make Christianity Healthy” with 
such sermon titles as “Keep Christ as center,” “Embody what you believe” and “Get into trouble.” 
 
We have titled the series on Philippians “Why Am I Anxious” and chose to use the topic lens of 
anxiety in our study of this letter because of how obviously anxious Paul was at the time he wrote 
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this letter. He was persecuted by his religion of origin, pressured and disliked by some in the 
fledgling Christian movement, and incarcerated by the government of his legal citizenship. And, 
based upon what we read in today’s portion of his letter he was reliant on the financial support of 
others. In chapter two Paul wrote: “I am being poured out like a drink offering” and spoke of such 
things as dying with Christ to be resurrected with Christ, being heavenward in his outlook as he 
runs his race. There is a real sense that Paul knew his time on earth was nearing an end.1  
 

2. Today’s Scripture includes a final greeting of love and appreciation for the Philippian Church’s 
financial contributions sent with Epaphroditus to encourage and provide for Paul’s needs. And, 
typical to Paul, he used a simple concluding thank you to also offer theological reflection on what 
can be framed as a powerful antidote for the problem of worry.  
 
Now, on one level, worry doesn’t seem like that much of a big deal. Who doesn’t worry? Its only 
human to worry. And, animals worry too, like in this commercial by Travelers Insurance. 

 
[ONSCREEN. TRT: 1:00] 

 
Travelers Insurance Dog Hiding a Bone Commercial 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ea2elPCEfqk 

 
It’s a dog eat dog world out there, and there is much to worry about. And, while being alive means 
we have worries of many kinds, worry can also be downright toxic. The Merriam Webster 
dictionary has a surprising definition of worry that may not be known in our general use of the 
word:  

 

 
 
 

“Choke, strangle. To harass by tearing, biting, or snapping especially at the throat. To torment.” 
You know when a dog throws its bone around and under the couch, and then struggles to get it as  
if its part game and part misery. That’s worry! Another dictionary usage of worry is “to move, 

                                                
1 Philippians 2:17.  
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proceed, or progress by unceasing or difficult effort. To feel or experience concern or anxiety.”2 
Technically speaking worry is a gateway to an array of serious problems.  

 
3. I must be worrying a great deal lately, and need relief from it, because in reading today’s Scripture 

several times I was pushed to acknowledge just how toxic worry really is in our lives and seek 
ways to reduce it. Paul’s closing remarks help us tremendously in that the closing portion of his 
letter points out that we can greatly reduce worry by limiting our assumptions, learning to accept 
all possible outcomes and saturating all of life with gratitude and generosity.  

 
Let’s look first at what it means to limit our ability to assume too much.  
 
A. Limiting our Assumptions 
 
1. In reading and reflecting on today’s text I was drawn to wondering about Paul’s possible life stage 

and personal development while he was incarcerated which slowed me down enough to see 
something I had not seen in past readings. Like many who read Philippians looking for wisdom 
and Christian theology, I have glommed onto the more famous quotes such as “I have learned to 
be content in whatever circumstances” portion of today’s Scripture. That is what I was taught to 
memorize in Sunday School. 
 
And, what can be missed is the fact that Paul was admitting that he had thought that the Philippian 
Church was backing away from their support of his work. Taking out the famous part we read: 

 
10 I rejoiced greatly in the Lord that at last you renewed your concern for me. Indeed, you were 
concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it. 11 I am not saying this because I am in need, 
for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances… 

…14 Yet it was good of you to share in my troubles. 15 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; 16 for even when I 
was in Thessalonica, you sent me aid more than once when I was in need.  
17 Not that I desire your gifts; what I desire is that more be credited to your account….18  

Philippians 4:10-11; 14-17 (NIV) 
 
2. It’s pretty clear hear that money is a sensitive subject between Paul and the church, and that Paul 

had assumed that the Philippian Church had dumped him from their ministry support list. One 
might also guess that Paul’s others statements in other letters about being self-reliant and making 
tents to support himself (and probably not being able to make tents while incarcerated) made 
money a very touchy subject. (when isn’t money a touchy subject?!) And, to that point in his life 
and ministry, they were his most ardent supporters. So, it would have been devastating to have 
them give up on him.  
 
If I were in his shoes, I would have placed a significant amount of worry around losing their 
encouragement and financial support. What pastor would not? One biblical scholar points out that: 
 

                                                
2 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/worry (accessed 3-15-18) 
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“Not elsewhere in all of Paul’s letters, nor in all of the letters of antiquity that have survived until 
the present, is there any other acknowledgment of a gift that can compare with this one in 
terms of such a tactful treatment of so sensitive a matter.”3 

 
In the end, Paul made it clear that Epaphroditus showing up in person and with cash in hand 
proved his assumptions were misguided. And, this illustrates the simple truth that we can lower 
the problem of worry in our lives by practicing the limitation of our assumptions.  

 
3. Camille Louis was a beloved member of First Covenant Church… 

 
 

…who passed away from cancer in 2014. Speaking personally, Camille was instrumental in the 
early formational years of First Covenant’s re-start. One of her favorite non-fiction books was The 
Four Agreements.4 She often said to my spouse Holly that these four agreements changed the 
way she saw herself, how moved in the world, and how she was able to address the negative 
effects of worry in her life. The agreements are: 

 
• Be Impeccable with your word, or “keep your integrity when using words…be true in what 

you say without compromising.” 
• Don’t take anything personally. Gain immunity over other people’s opinions and gossip 

about you. 
• Don’t make assumptions, but rather have the courage to ask questions and communicate 

to avoid misunderstandings.  
• Always do your best. This speaks for itself. 

 
The point on assumptions is critically important to today’s topic of worry. Pick your topic, pick your 
person and pick your worry—It is possible to expend a phenomenal amount of negative energy, 
sleepless nights, and other forms of (to use the Merriam Dictionary definition of worry) “tearing, 
biting, and snapping at the throat” of our consciousness. Or, we can make an agreement with 
ourselves that we will withhold assuming anything until we have received communication and 
confirmation about whatever it is that we are worrying about. And, knowing whether our concerns 
are merited or not. 

                                                
3 Hawthorne, Gerald F.. Philippians, Volume 43: Revised Edition (Word Biblical Commentary) (Kindle Locations 11074-
11075). Zondervan. Kindle Edition. 
4 https://www.thefouragreements.com/ (accessed 3-16-19) 
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Limiting our assumptions limits our worry. But, what if we have limited our assumptions, and after 
investigation of a matter we learn that something or someone really is terrible? Whew, that is hard. 
And, such findings put worry back in business. This is where Paul’s famous quote is most relevant to 
the problem of worry because it challenges us to learn to accept all possible outcomes.  
 
B. Learning to Accept all Possible Outcomes 
 
1. Philippians 4:11-13 is one of the most memorized Scriptures of all time: 
 

I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. 12 I know what it is to be in need, and 
I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every 
situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. 13 I can do all this 
through God who gives me strength. 

Philippians 4:11-13 NIV 
 

There are many invitations here but two stand out: 1) We have to learn contentment and 
accepting all possible outcomes and 2) Our Creator is with us in the learning process. 

 
2. Learning contentment may be one of the most counter-cultural practices in our time. Virtually 

everything in the fabric of the American marketplace is embedded with desire messaging and 
mechanisms such as “planned obsolescence.” From cars to clothes to smart phones—its as if we 
have someone or something constantly and relentlessly driving us to our next and new purchase. 
 
For example, the Apple Company has admitted to intentionally slowing older iPhone models down 
with their updates to drive customer frustration that leads to buying new handsets.5 My Nephew 
Brent was intentionally trying to not update his iPhone because of those known manipulations and 
was successful for several months until while trying to turn off several applications on his phone, 
the phone automation slyly placed the update reminder in front of him and with one wrong swipe 
he accidently launched the update. (noooooooo!!!) We know these kind of shenanigans go on all 
of the time with our tech equipment as if we were cattle being prodded and herded onto a tractor 
trailer taking us where we do not yet want to go! 

 
3. Consumer mindset is one thing. Life’s larger circumstances that out of our control are another 

thing entirely. And, the deeper message that Paul was driving home was learning how to be 
content in every situation. Situations like the ups and down of our personal and family finances, 
the possibility of health problems, the stress of raising children, the frustration of job loss and 
career dead ends...and the list could go on about how much in life we really do not control, and for 
which we will worry. 
 
Paul’s framework of accepting all outcomes is clearly based on Jesus’ teachings on worry which 
highlight that:6 
 

• “Life is about more than the volume and variety of consumables” 
• “Worrying about our future doesn’t add a single hour to life” 

                                                
5 https://www.theverge.com/2017/12/28/16827248/apple-iphone-battery-replacement-price-slow-down-apology (accessed 
3-16-17) 
6 Matthew 6:25-34. 11:28-29. 
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• “Today has enough to keep our minds occupied, so give most of our energy to the present” 
• “As is witnessed in all creation—the Creator of all things tends to the needs of the created, 

and that means us too!” 
• “If we are weary or heavy burdened, following Christ and his way of humility lifts our 

burdens, or worries, and helps us (as Paul points toward) detach from the false ego that 
lurks when we have much and from despair that threatens when we have little.  

 
This last two points are key: We are not alone and the Creator and sustainer of all things gives us 
strength and the ability to be content with little or with much. 

 
4. Personally, I really struggle to grasp these powerful truths even as I see them at work in my life. 

And, like Paul in his ongoing learning relationship with the Philippian Church, I find myself learning 
from you as we collectively and imperfectly seek to do life together with little and much. I learn 
from shelter guests who have virtually no earthly possessions to our young professionals who face 
the double punch of student debt and low starting salaries.  
 
I learn from those in our community who have become more resourced over the sweep of their 
careers, and yet seem healthfully detached as they wash dishes in our kitchen at all church meals 
and offer personal schedules and skills to others without calculation of return value to their path. It 
is also clear to me that we are not alone in our learning. God is here and teaching us to be content 
with little or with much, and be detached from false ego and despair.  
 

5. I want to share with you a period of time where this was profoundly lived out. There was a six to 
eighth month period of time beginning in the fall of 2015 where this community was living on the 
“having little” side of things. We had worked hard to discern that we were going to include LGBTQ 
members as equals and some who didn’t agree with that left the church. The cost of running 
nearly a city block of land and the challenge of a smaller congregation stewarding an 80,000 
square foot facility had been crushing the congregation for decades and was bearing down on us, 
big time. Since the 2009 re-birthing process we had begun the courageous journey of learning 
how to share our building with the broader community, but most certainly we didn’t have it figured 
out.  
 
For instance, the broader community asked for childcare, free legal aid and a homeless shelter. 
Accomplished! And yet those partnerships were either subsidized or at best break even financial 
arrangements. Someone has to pay the heat and electric bills and repair equipment when it 
breaks. So, we needed to reach further to find those unique partners who share mission values 
and have the capacity to help cover the larger costs of operating this historic building.  
 

6. One option that was strongly suggested by elected officials and downtown neighborhood 
leadership was addressing the need for more school options for diverse families in the downtown. 
A new public charter school came knocking and as our partnership began to blossom we 
courageously borrowed a significant amount of money to renovate the first floor offices and gym in 
the education building to host the new school. I will never forget the moment, and I remember the 
exact place where I answered a phone call from the school director where informed me that the 
school board had voted to close the school only two weeks after it opened because they had 
achieved only half of the enrollment they needed to survive.  
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That was a major low point for me, personally. I arrived home and sat with Holly on the back deck, 
and we just hung our heads in what felt like defeat. It was most certainly a low point for all of us. 
And, yet rather than turning on one another and launching into blame and shame--this community 
committed to weekly town hall meetings, even more broader community listening and learning, 
and with the help of God and one another, learn to accept a really bad outcome as the perfect 
opportunity to continue to refine our commitments and our mission.  
 

7. Two and a half have passed since that low point. Within a few months we were able to secure a 
key leasing partnership with Hennepin Healthcare and their Upstream Health Innovation work 
group in the space we remodeled. And, as of January of this year, we have paid off all of our 
remodeling debt. This all flooded over me while studying Paul’s teaching about learning to accept 
all possible outcomes in today’s Scripture. And, it’s important to remember such truly harrowing 
moments and celebrate how learning to be content and the undergirding of God’s presence—both 
of these things can and did transformed our worry into trust.  

 
In it all I give witness to so many of you who led in that moment when you could have easily walked 
away. And, I also give witness to what I see in you, which is the final point in today’s text: gratitude 
and generosity. Gratitude and generosity are powerful antidotes to worry.  
 
 
B. Saturate all of life with Gratitude and Generosity 
 

17 Not that I desire your gifts; what I desire is that more be credited to your account. 18 I have 
received full payment and have more than enough. 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. 19 And my God will meet all your needs according to the riches of his 
glory in Christ Jesus. 
20 To our God and Creator be glory for ever and ever. Amen. 
21 Greet all God’s people in Christ Jesus. The brothers and sisters who are with me send 
greetings. 22 All God’s people here send you greetings, especially those who belong to 
Caesar’s household. 
23 The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit. Amen. 

Philippians 4:10-23 (NIV) 
 
1. Paul closed his letter with overflowing gratitude for the generosity shown to him. And, in doing so 

he was modeling generosity without exchange of money. And, in saying “God will meet all your 
needs according to the riches of his glory in Christ Jesus” Paul gave us a theological basis for 
resisting zero sum thinking (or the thinking that says “there is not enough to go around so I better 
take what I can get, even from others”) and a panoply of worry. And, that theological basis is 
simply grounded in gratitude and generosity as a life practice.  

 
2. A few year’s back, On Being host Krista Tippett interviewed David Steindl-Rast, a Christian 

Benedictine monk in his 90’s. Steindl-Rast recalled the sweep of his life that included being 12 
years old and living in Vienne, Austria when Hitler came to power. Imagine the worries and fears 
he felt, and horrors he witnessed in his lifetime. Steindl-Rast is most famous for a Ted Talk titled 



“How Can I Stop Worrying So Much?”  © 2018 Dan Collison,  Page 8 

“Want to be happy? Be grateful.”7 His main point in that talk is that gratefulness makes us happy 
and not the other way around. And, when asked in the radio interview by Krista “Can you be 
grateful for everything, including violence and loss?” he pointed to the paradoxical hinge of 
recognizing that while we are not grateful for everything, we can be grateful in every moment. 
Think about that for a moment. While we are not grateful for everything, we can be grateful in 
every moment.  
 
In his interview, Steindl-Rast spoke eloquently of his Christian worldview as pointing toward a key 
outcome that help address fear and worry: while it is important to acknowledge our worries and 
anxieties we must not let them lead to fear because while they may be signaling something we 
need to pay attention to, looking back on our lives we see that the worst anxieties and tight spots 
in our lives often reveal themselves as the beginning of something completely new and an 
important movement in our lives. 

 
Conclusion 
 
This brings our study of Paul’s wonderful letter to the Early Church of Philippi to a close. We have 
covered several themes in this series. And, we do well to acknowledge how toxic worry really is and 
seek to reduce it by limiting our assumptions, learning to accept all possible outcomes, and saturating 
all of life with gratitude and generosity. 
  
Prayer 
 
God of all Creation who attends to your creation—we pray that you attend to the quality of our well-
being in very practical ways. Where we worry, help us to do the hard work of exploring why we are 
worrying. And, as clarity comes, help us to let go…and to learn to accept good and bad outcomes. 
And, in everything help us to grasp more deeply how gratitude and generosity completely neutralize 
more worries and fears and anxieties.  
 
We pray these things in Jesus’ name. Amen.  
 
Benediction 
 
As our week begins, may we acknowledge how toxic worry really is and seek to reduce it by limiting 
our assumptions, learning to accept all possible outcomes, and saturating all of life with gratitude and 
generosity.  
 
Go in Peace. Amen.  
 
 

                                                
7 https://www.ted.com/talks/david_steindl_rast_want_to_be_happy_be_grateful (Accessed 12-23-17) 


