Philippians 4:4-7

Releasing Joy in our Lives

Paul tells us in Philippians 4:4 “Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!”

When we know the Lord, we have so many reasons to rejoice! We rejoice in his character, we take joy in his works, and we find joy in our relationship with him. Why then, don’t we find ourselves rejoicing in the Lord always?
What blocks our joy? What pulls our focus away from God and his eternal kingdom? Worry, frustration, anger, fear, envy – all kinds of negative emotions. These negative feelings come from our ways of thinking and what we choose to focus on. Something happens, and we say “Oh, no, what next! I just knew it. This always happens. We’re getting nowhere. This is just getting worse no matter what I do.” Instead of stepping back to patiently and trustingly observe what God is doing, we evaluate, make negative predictions, unhelpful connections with the past, and judgments about others. “There they go again. They always do that.”

Let’s look at our responses in more detail. Something happens and:

· We immediately evaluate: This is bad. This isn’t fair.

· We make connections with past negative experiences: this is always what happens.

· We make dire predictions about the future: if this keeps up, we’ll never get anywhere.

· We make judgments, criticisms, and diagnoses about ourselves or others: I’m just no good at this. Other people just can’t be trusted. He just doesn’t care. She doesn’t want to help. It’s their fault. They’re dysfunctional.

These are all habits of thought we fall into. Habits can be changed, and that is what Paul asks us to do: change the way we think.

I. Gentleness evident to all. Gentleness is responding without force, impatience, anger, or violence. We can be far more effective in our positive influence on others when we practice gentleness. Please try to take in that thought, and see if you can accept it: We can be far more effective in our positive influence on others when we practice gentleness. Getting things done effectively requires the cooperation of others, which means that ultimately gentleness is the most effective and least costly way of getting things done. 
The attitudes that block our joy are those that oppose gentleness: anger, frustration, fear, resentment, violence, vengeance, judgment, criticism. Gentleness removes the blocks that keep us from rejoicing.

Not gentle: I’ll show him. I’ll never let that happen. They’ll be sorry if they do. I have my ways. I’ll make them do it, you just wait and see. I don’t get mad, I get even.

Not very joyful, is it? Instead, we respond with gentleness and self-control when something happens and:

· We observe carefully.

· We ask thoughtful questions to get a clear picture of what is going on.

· We process our current feelings: are we feeling afraid, frustrated, or angry?

· We consider the needs and feelings of others in the situation.

· We encourage others to express their needs and feelings.

· We acknowledge our needs and feelings to ourselves, to God, and where appropriate, to others.

· We work to find areas of agreement and solutions that meet everyone’s needs where possible (Phil. 4:2,3)

· We take our concerns to God in prayer, with thankful hearts. 

· We focus on God’s faithfulness in the past, and trust in his continued faithfulness in the future. Because we have been blessed, we are blessed now, and we anticipate God’s blessings in the future, so we rejoice!

Sometimes we get things done faster and more efficiently through force and coercion, but we always pay a very high price in the end. Others resent being pushed around, and none of us feels the joy of the Lord very keenly when we’ve just bullied someone into doing what we want. When we embrace gentleness as our main mode of responding to challenges, we open the way for joy. 

