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2. Joy and Anxiety (4:4–7)

As already noted, these verses reflect a form of exhortation found near the end of some of Paul’s letters,
where loosely related injunctions are strung together. Having noted that feature, however, one realizes that
the comparison is somewhat superficial, for here in Philippians the apostle lists only three instructions: re-
joice, be gentle, and relieve your anxiety through prayer. Moreover, the first imperative stands in a class
of its own, partly because joy has been a recurring theme of the letter, and partly because the command to
rejoice at this point is almost a farewell (cf. Lightfoot, Hawthorne).

Most important is that the exhortations in this section are not as loosely related as may appear at
first blush. Joy, a forbearing spirit, and [Phil, p. 194] inward peace are qualities that very much belong to-
gether, particularly in the context of the problems faced by the Philippian community. The threat posed by
their opponents (1:28; 3:2, 18), their solicitous concern for the apostle in prison (1:18, 19; 4:10), the trau-
ma created by selfishness within the church—these and other problems called for pastoral guidance and
exhortation of the very kind exemplified in this passage.

Neither Paul’s difficult circumstances nor the frightening dangers faced by the Philippians can be
allowed to eclipse Christian joy as the mark of faith. Clearly Paul does not have in view the kind of super-
ficial happiness that manifests itself only when things go well. No, it is a rejoicing that can be had
πάντοτε (pantote, always), because it depends not on changing circumstances but on the one who does not
change: “Rejoice in the Lord.” And, in a manner reminiscent of 1:18, Paul repeats the command with ref-
erence to the future: “again I will say, rejoice!” It is as though the apostle anticipated some natural objec-
tions—“How can we possibly rejoice given our circumstances?”—and sensed the need to reiterate the
command.

The exhortation that follows in verse 5 may be viewed as reinforcing Paul’s call for believers to
rejoice. Genuine Christian joy is not inward-looking. It is not by concentrating on our need for happiness,
but on the needs of others, that we learn to rejoice. And so the apostle calls the Philippians once again to
look out, not for their own interests, but “for the interests of others,” and so to regard others as “more im-
portant” than themselves. That is the language Paul used in 2:3–4. Here in 4:5 he says, “Let your forbear-
ing spirit [ἐπιεικές, epieikes] be known to all men” (cf. NASB; BDAG 371, s.v. ἐπιεικής). Several com-
mentators have suggested that the word reflects an attitude of contentment with one’s state, even when
one has not been treated justly. Although it would be difficult to prove that this nuance is a basic semantic
component of the word, the context of the letter as a whole supports it. In other words, Paul expects be-
lievers to be guided by a frame of mind that does not put priority on personal rights. Believers whose pri-
mary concern is whether or not they are being dealt with fairly will fail to exercise a fundamental element
of Christian behavior: preferring others above themselves.

The thrust of this command is then essentially the same as that of 2:3–4. And just as in chapter 2
Paul followed up his exhortation with an appeal to the humility of Christ, before whom we will all bow at
the parousia (2:5–11), so here in 4:5 Paul reinforces his command with the simple but powerful comment
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ὁ κύριος ἐγγύς (ho kyrios engys, the Lord is near). It may well be that the apostle wants to remind us of
the one who personifies the grace of epieikeia,3 and that his approaching return should awaken us to fol-
low his example (see also additional note on 4:5). As Lightfoot paraphrases, “To what purpose is this ri-
valry, this [Phil, p. 195] self-assertion? The end is nigh, when you will have to resign all. Bear with others
now, that God may bear with you then.”

The appeal to our Lord’s return also becomes the basis for the third exhortation (vv. 6–7), which
is expressed more fully than the other two: it includes a prohibition (“let nothing worry you”), a command
(“tell God what your requests are”), specific instructions for the proper fulfillment of the command (“in
everything—by prayer and entreaty—with thanksgiving”), and a comforting promise (v. 7). Paul uses four
different words in reference to prayer: προσευχή (proseuchē, prayer), δέησις (deēsis, prayer, petition),
εὐχαριστία (eucharistia, thanksgiving), and αἴτηµα (aitēma, petition, request). This variety does not indi-
cate an attempt to identify four discrete types of, or elements in, prayer. Apart from the occurrence of eu-
charistia—which certainly refers to the distinct aspect of thanksgiving and which appears to receive some
emphasis (see the second additional note on 4:6)—the variation has a stylistic motive, reflected also in the
triplet νοῦς, καρδία, νόηµα (nous, kardia, noēma, mind, heart, thought) and in the fourfold repetition of
πᾶς (pas, all; in the forms pantote [v. 4], pasin [v. 5], panti [v. 6], panta [v. 7]).

The real significance of this stylistic richness is not what it says about the theological components
of prayer (or the psychological makeup of human beings) but rather about the great importance that Paul
attaches to the believer’s prayer life. The opposite of anxiety—indeed its relief—is the peace that only
God, in answer to prayer, bestows upon his people. It is worthwhile noting that our Lord’s instructions not
to worry (mē merimnate tē psychē, Matt. 6:25 and Luke 12:22) are grounded in the assurance that God
knows our needs (Matt. 6:32; Luke 12:30), and this very fact provides the theological underpinnings for
effective prayer (Matt. 6:7–8; cf. in the broader context 7:7–11 and Luke 11:9–13). That the apostle is
here reflecting, or even directly alluding to, Jesus’s teaching seems very likely indeed.

Paul characterizes God’s peace with the words ἡ ὑπερέχουσα πάντα νοῦν (hē hyperechousa panta
noun). What is the force of this description? Very common is the view that our verse parallels Eph. 3:20:
God can do “beyond all things” (hyper panta) that “we ask or think” (aitoumetha ē nooumen). This under-
standing of Phil. 4:7 has been disputed by some important scholars. Meyer, for example, appeals to the
context and argues that the point of reference (panta noun) is the attempt on our part to find relief through
other logical reasons; thus Paul means that God’s peace easily surpasses such reasons.4 This approach
could perhaps be supported by appealing to the similar expression in 3:8 (dia to hyperechon tēs gnōseōs
Christou Iēsou), [Phil, p. 196] where the idea is not so much that the knowledge of Jesus transcends our
understanding but that it is of surpassing value.

On the other hand, it is not at all clear that the immediate context supports Meyer’s view. What
the context certainly indicates is that the Philippians had plenty of reasons to worry, a thought that is also
reflected in the next section (see comments on 4:12, 19). Moreover, the broader situational context of the
letter should be brought into consideration. God’s peace transcends our intellectual powers precisely be-
cause believers experience it when it is unexpected, in circumstances that make it appear impossible: Paul
suffering in prison, the Philippians threatened by quarrels within and by enemies without.

That the Christians in Philippi were suffering anxiety because of opposition from outsiders (1:27)
is understandable. But are we justified in relating Paul’s exhortation to the lack of unanimity among the
Philippians themselves? Hawthorne believes that the Philippians’ self-centeredness does not at all come
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into view here, but the command of verse 5, as we have seen, suggests otherwise. One is reminded of
James 4:2: “You want something but don’t get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want.
You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God” (NIV).

The recipients of James’s letter, no doubt, were experiencing problems far more severe than any-
thing present in Philippi, but this obvious fact should not prevent us from noticing a common feature: the
linking of anxiety (arising from lack of contentment), quarrels, and the failure to bring petition to God.
That the Philippians, who knew something about poverty (2 Cor. 8:1–2), needed to learn a lesson about
Christian contentment seems clear from Paul’s words in 4:11, 12, 19; and surely the lack of humility
among some members of the congregation (2:3–4) must have been another symptom of the same disease.

Paul’s antidote is very clear: Let joy take the place of your discontent and anxiety. Look away
from yourselves to the needs of your brothers, being willing to yield your rights and privileges for their
sake. And as far as your needs are concerned, bring them all before God in an attitude of thankfulness for
what he has already given you. If you do this, you will learn what true and unshakable contentment really
is.

Homer Kent, Philippians in Expositors Bible Commentary

6 Third, believers should be prayerful instead of anxious. The verb merimnate can mean “to be concerned
about” in a proper Christian sense (and is so used by Paul in 2:20), but here the meaning is clearly that of
anxiety, fretfulness, or undue concern. Paul is not calling for apathy or inaction, for as we make plans in
the light of our circumstances, it is our Christian privilege to do so in full trust that our Father hears our
prayers for what we need. The answer to anxiety is prayer. “Prayer” (proseuche) denotes the petitioner’s
attitude of mind as worshipful. “Petition” (deesei) denotes prayers as expressions of need. “Thanks-
giving” (eucharistias) should accompany all Christian praying, as the supplicant acknowledges that what-
ever God sends is for his good. It may also include remembrance of previous blessings. “Requests” (aite-
mata) refers to the things asked for.

7 Having just given us a classic exhortation to pray, Paul attaches to it the beautiful promise that when we
turn from anxiety to prayer and thanksgiving, God will give us his own peace. This peace is for those who
are already at peace with God through justification by faith in Christ (Rom 5:8). Although some explain
he hyperechousa panta noun (“which transcends all understanding,” NIV) as meaning that God’s peace
accomplishes far more than any human forethought or plan might devise, the comparable expression in
Ephesians 3:20 shows that the common rendering is preferable. The NIV rendering or the KJV, “which
passeth all understanding,” well conveys the sense. For the peace of God not only suffices but far surpass-
es human comprehension. It acts as a sentry to guard the believer’s heart (a biblical symbol for the per-
sonality in which the mind resides) and the believer’s thoughts from all anxiety and despair.
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Gordon Fee, Philippians in NICNT (Eerdmans, 1995)

6 Paul now turns to the second consequence of the Lord’s being “near.” They are to live without anxiety,
instead entrusting their lives to God with prayer and thanksgiving. In so doing, he borrows from the Jesus
tradition,40 that the children of the Kingdom are to live without care but not “uncaring” or “careless.” Je-
sus invites his followers to live “without anxiety” because their heavenly Father knows and cares for
them; in Paul’s case it is because their “Lord is near.” Apprehension and fear mark the life of the unbe-
lieving, the untrusting, for whom the present is all there is, and for whom the present is so uncertain or for
many so filled with distress and suffering, as in the case of the Philippians.

On the contrary, Paul urges, “in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, let your re-
quests be made known to God.” “In everything”41 stands in contrast to “not about anything,” and means
“in all the [Phil, p. 409] details and circumstances of life.”42 In situations where others fret and worry, be-
lievers in “the Lord” submit their case to God in prayer, accompanied by thanksgiving. For this combina-
tion see on 1:4. The three words for prayer are not significantly distinguishable; “requests”43 are “made
known”44 before45 God “by prayer46 and petition.”47 In so doing one acknowledges utter dependence
on God, while at the same time expressing complete trust in him.

Especially striking in the context of petition is the addition, “with thanksgiving” although it is
scarcely surprising of Paul. His own life was accentuated by thanksgiving; and he could not imagine
Christian life that was not a constant outpouring of gratitude to God.48 Lack of gratitude is the first step
to idolatry (Rom 1:21). Thanksgiving is an explicit acknowledgment of creatureliness and dependence, a
recognition that everything comes as gift, the verbalization before God of his goodness and generosity. If
prayer as petition indicates their utter dependence on and trust in God, petition “accompanied by thanks-
giving” puts both their prayer and their lives into proper theological perspective. Thanksgiving does not
mean to say “thank you” in advance for gifts to be received; rather, it is the absolutely basic posture of the
believer, and the [Phil, p. 410] proper context for “petitioning” God.49 Gratitude acknowledges and
begets generosity. It is also the key to the final affirmation that follows.

7 With a rare expression of parataxis50 Paul deliberately conjoins the “peace of God” with the ex-
hortation to pray in trusting submission with thanksgiving, and thus offers God’s alternative to anxiety.
This is a slight variation on what he had written not long before to the Colossians, that they should let
“the peace of Christ serve as the arbiter in their hearts (individually),” since “they were called into one
body.”51 But here it is affirmation and promise. As they submit their situation to God in prayer, with
thanksgiving, what they may expect from God is that his “peace” will “guard” their hearts and minds as
they remain “in Christ Jesus.”

That Paul expresses “peace” in such terms is probably an indication that one can make too much
of the differences within the community, implied in 2:1–4 and made explicit in 4:2. He is indeed con-
cerned about all of them “having the same mindset” as they “do” the gospel in Philippi; but in this letter
“friendship” prevails, and their need for encouragement in the midst of difficulty exceeds the need to be
admonished.52 Thus in contrast to other letters, he does not express “peace” as an imperative but as an in-
dicative, closely related to their trusting God in prayer.

As with joy, peace for Paul is a fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22). It is especially associated with God
and his relationship to his people. Here it is called “the peace of God”53 because God is “the God of
peace” (v. 9), the God who dwells in total shalom (wholeness, well-being) and who gives such shalom to
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his people. And it is the “peace of God” that “transcends54 all understanding.”55 This could mean “be-
yond all human comprehension,” which in one sense is certainly true. More likely Paul intends that God’s
peace “totally transcends the merely human, unbelieving mind,” which is full of anxiety because it cannot
think higher than itself.56 Because the God to whom [Phil, p. 411] we pray and offer thanksgiving, whose
ways are higher than ours, is also totally trustworthy, our prayer is accompanied by his peace. And that,
not because he answers according to our wishes,57 but because his peace totally transcends our merely
human way of perceiving the world. Peace comes because prayer is an expression of trust, and God’s peo-
ple do not need to have it all figured out in order to trust him!

Such peace will therefore “guard”58 their “hearts and thoughts.” In the Hebrew view the heart is
the center of one’s being, out of which flows all of life (e.g., Mark 7:21). God’s peace will do what in-
struction in “wisdom” urged the young to do: “above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of
life” (Prov 4:23). In the present context “God’s peace” will be his “garrison” around their “hearts” so that
they do not fall into “anxiety.” It will also guard their “thoughts.”59 Since God’s peace surpasses merely
human understanding in any case, it will protect the mind from those very thoughts that lead to fear and
distress and that keep one from trusting prayer.

As with so much else in this letter, the location of such “protection” is “in Christ Jesus.” It is their
relationship to God through Christ, in whom they trust and in whom they rejoice, that is the key to all of
these imperatives and this affirming indicative. And this is what distinguishes Pauline paraenesis from
that of both hellenistic moralists and Jewish wisdom.60 Thus this is (literally and theologically) the final
word in this series of exhortations. Everything that makes for life in the present and the future has to do
with their being “in Christ Jesus.”

Even though the experience of God’s “peace” happens first of all at the individual level, it is
doubtful that “peace” in this context refers only to [Phil, p. 412] “the well-arranged heart.”61 For Paul
peace is primarily a community matter. As noted below (v. 9), the ascription “God of peace” occurs in
Paul in contexts where community unrest is lurking nearby. Not only so, but the mention of peace in his
letters (apart from the standard salutation) occurs most often in community or relational settings.62 Thus
Christ is “our peace” who has made Jew and Gentile one people, one body (Eph 2:14–17), who are thus
urged to “keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace” (4:3); similarly in the argument of Rom
14:1–15:13, Jew and Gentile together are urged to “make every effort to do what leads to peace” (14:19);
or in the community paraenesis of Col 3:12–4:6, they are urged to “let the peace of Christ rule in your
hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace” (v. 15).

Given the context of this letter, in particular the simultaneous appeals to “steadfastness” and “uni-
ty” in the face of opposition, this is a most appropriate penultimate affirmation. They need not have anxie-
ty in the face of opposition, because they together will experience the “protection” of God’s “peace” in
the midst of that conflict; and they who have been urged over and again to “have the same mindset” are
here assured that the peace of God which surpasses merely human understanding will also protect their
thoughts as they live out the gospel together in Philippi. Nor is it surprising, therefore, that the final, im-
mediately following imperative (v. 8) is for them “give their minds only to higher and better things.”

Joy, prayer, thanksgiving, peace these identify Pauline spirituality. Such lives are further marked by gentle
forbearance and no anxiety. The key lies with the indicative, “the Lord is near” now and to come. The
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Lord is now present by his Spirit, who prompts prayer and thanksgiving, among whose “fruit” in the life
of the believer and the believing community are joy and peace. Here is God’s ultimate gift to those who
trust in Christ, shalom and joy.

In a post-Christian, post-modern world, which has generally lost its bearings because it has gener-
ally abandoned its God, such spirituality is very often the key to effective evangelism. In a world where
fear is a much greater reality than joy, our privilege is to live out the gospel of true shalom, wholeness in
every sense of that word, and to point others to its source. We can do that because “the Lord is near” in
this first sense, by the Spirit who turns our present circumstances into joy and peace, and who prompts
our prayer and [Phil, p. 413] thanksgiving. And we should be at that task with greater concern than many
of us are, because “the Lord is near” in the eschatological sense as well.

40. See the “Q” material included in Matthew’s Gospel in the Sermon on the Mount (6:25–34) and in
Luke 12:22–32. The language of the Gospels is µὴ µεριµνᾶτε τῇ ψυχῇ (“Do not be anxious about your
life”); Paul has it µηδὲν µεριµνᾶτε (“Be anxious about nothing”). That Paul is reflecting the Jesus tradi-
tion best explains why the verb is pejorative here, the only such instance in the corpus (although see the
adjective in 1 Cor 7:32); elsewhere it is positive (as in 2:20 above; cf. 1 Cor 7:32–34 [4x]; 12:25; and the
use of the noun in 2 Cor 11:28). As Müller nicely put it, “to care is a virtue, but to foster cares is sin.”

John Calvin, Commentaries (Calving Translation Society, 1855)

6. But in all things. It is the singular number that is made use of by Paul, but is the neuter gender; the expression,
therefore, is equivalent to omni negotio, (in every matter,) for (prayer) and (supplication) are feminine nouns. In
these words he exhorts the Philippians, as David does all the pious in Psalm 55:22, and Peter also in 1 Peter 5:7, to
cast all their care upon the Lord. For we are not made of iron232 , so as not to be shaken by temptations. But this is
our consolation, this is our solace —to deposit, or (to speak with greater propriety) to disburden in the bosom of God
everything that harasses us. Confidence, it is true, brings tranquil!ity to our minds, but it is only in the event of our
exercising ourselves in prayers. Whenever, therefore, we are assailed by any temptation, let us betake ourselves
forthwith to prayer, as to a sacred asylum.233 .

The term requests he employs here to denote desires or wishes. He would have us make these known to
God by prayer and supplication, as though believers poured forth their hearts before God, when they commit them-
selves, and all that they have, to Him. Those, indeed, who look hither and thither to the vain comforts of the world,
may appear to be in some degree relieved; but there is one sure refuge—leaning upon the Lord.

With thanksgiving As many often pray to God amiss234 , full of complaints or of murmurings, as though
they had just ground for accusing him, while others cannot brook delay, if he does not immediately gratify their de-
sires, Paul on this account conjoins thanksgiving with prayers. It is as though he had said, that those things which are
necessary for us ought to be desired by us from the Lord in such a way, that we, nevertheless, subject our affections
to his good pleasure, and give thanks while presenting petitions. And, unquestionably, gratitude235 will have this ef-
fect upon us—that the will of God will be the grand sum of our desires.

7. And the peace of God. Some, by turning the future tense into the optative mood, convert this statement into a
prayer, but it is without proper foundation. For it is a promise in which he points out the advantage of a firm confi-
dence in God, and invocation of him. “If you do that,”says he, “the peace of God will keep your minds and hearts.”
Scripture is accustomed to divide the soul of man, as to its frailties, into two parts—the mind and the heart. The
mind means the understanding, while the heart denotes all the disposition or inclinations. These two terms, there-
fore, include the entire soul, in this sense,— “The peace of God will guard you, so as to prevent you from turning
back from God in wicked thoughts or desires.”
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It is on good ground that he calls it the peace of God, inasmuch as it does not depend on the present aspect
of things236 , and does not bend itself to the various shiftings of the world237 , but is founded on the firm and im-
mutable word of God. It is on good grounds, also, that he speaks of it as surpassing all understanding or perception,
for nothing is more foreign to the human mind, than in the depth of despair to exercise, nevertheless, a feeling of
hope, in the depth of poverty to see opulence, and in the depth of weakness to keep from giving way, and, in fine, to
promise ourselves that nothing will be wanting to us when we are left destitute of all things; and all this in the grace
of God alone, which is not itself known otherwise than through the word, and the inward earnest of the Spirit.

Mounce, Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words (Zondervan, 2006)

Verb: µεριµνάω (merimnaō), GK G3534 (S G3309), 19x. merimnaō means “to worry, be concerned about
something.” It most frequently refers to an unhealthy and unproductive concern or worry about events and
circumstances. This is especially true of a focus on physical and temporary matters rather than spiritual
matters.

merimnaō occurs 6x in the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 6 and 3x in the Sermon on the Plain
in Luke 6, as Jesus explains the futility of such worry for one’s life (Mt. 6:25), time (6:27, 34), clothes
(6:28), and even what one will eat (6:31). Such a focus is not only a wasted effort on something that one
cannot change (cf. Lk. 12:25), but it leads to unhealthy anxiety. Martha is an example of this, as her worry
for so many things leads to criticism of others (10:41). Likewise, Paul exhorts the Philippians to not wor-
ry about anything, but instead to present requests to God by prayer (Phil. 4:6).

merimnaō can also focus on something that is unnecessary, as when Jesus advises his disciples
not to worry about what they are to say before synagogue authorities to whom they must respond (Mt.
10:19; Lk. 12:11). Jesus is not advising them to empty their heads purposefully, but rather not to be fo-
cused on the form and exact content of what they speak. Finally, while merimnaō can be a focus of con-
cern on even good things, such as marriage, with the result that one’s work for the Lord could suffer (1
Cor. 7:32–34), it can also be a legitimate concern for others and their well-being (1 Cor. 12:25; Phil.
2:20). See NIDNTT-A, 364.

Noun: µέριµνα (merimna), GK G3533 (S G3308), 6x. merimna is a “care, anxiety, concern” that
can easily (though not necessarily) distract a believer. See concern.

concern

Noun: µέριµνα (merimna), GK G3533 (S G3308), 6x. merimna is a “care, anxiety, concern” that easily
distracts. For Paul, his “merimna for all the churches” falls under his list of trials that make him qualified
to be an apostle (2 Cor. 11:28). How should believers handle concerns and anxieties? Listen to Peter:
“Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he may exalt you,
casting all your anxieties on him, because he cares for you” (1 Pet. 5:6–7, ESV). Putting these two verses
together, even holy pastoral concerns are to be cast on Jesus.

A use of merimna that is not an example for us occurs in the parable of the sower. In explaining
the parable, Jesus says, “As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears the word, but the
cares of the world and the deceitfulness of riches choke the word, and it proves unfruitful” (Mt. 13:22,
ESV). Lost humanity is preoccupied with this life and with the deceitfulness of wealth, both of which
keep the Word of God from taking root in our hearts (Mt. 13:22; Mk. 4:19; Lk. 8:14). Related to this para-
ble is Jesus’ exhortation to believers not to be “weighed down with dissipation, drunkenness and the anxi-
eties of life” (Lk. 21:34 ESV). Note that these worries can weigh heavy on believers, and with disastrous
consequence, unless we are wary of them.

In sum, merimna itself is neutral. But two things are clear. The first is that the worries of the
world exist and threaten to hinder the believer in walking with the Lord. Second, even spiritual worries
must be willingly and consistently laid at the cross of Christ. See NIDNTT-A, 364.*
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Noun: σπουδή (spoudē), GK G5082 (S G4710), 12x. spoudē means “earnestness, eagerness, con-
cern.” See earnestness.

William Hendriksen, Exposition of Philippians in New Testament Commetary (Baker, 1995)

5b, 6. (3) Let there be no worry but prayerful trusting in God above.

Joy within, big-heartedness all around, and now prayerful trusting in God above. Says Paul, The
Lord (is) at hand. In view of the immediate context (3:20, 21) the meaning is probably not, “The Lord is
always nearby or present,” (cf. Ps. 145:18) but rather, “The Lord is coming very soon.” This, of course, is
strictly true with respect to every believer. If the Lord arrives from heaven before the believer dies, then
no one surely will be able to doubt that this coming was, indeed, at hand. But if the death of the believer
occurs before the day of Christ’s coming, then two facts remain true both for the believer’s own con-
sciousness and according to the clear teaching of Scripture: a. The believer’s life-span here on earth was
very, very brief. In fact, it amounted to a mere breath (Ps. 39:5; 90:10; 103:15, 16); and b. the interval be-
tween the entrance of his soul into heaven and the Lord’s second coming was but “a little season” (Rev.
6:11), for in heaven he was geared to a different kind of time-scale. 178 Hence, take it either way, Paul
had every right to say, “The Lord (is) at hand.” Whatever happens in history is a preparation for this com-
ing, which, as has been shown, will in either case be soon. This does not mean that the apostle excludes
the possibility that by earthly reckoning there could still be an interval of many years before the Lord’s
arrival. He is not setting any dates (see 1 Thess. 5:1–3; 2 Thess. 2:1–3). In view of the fact that no one
knows the day and the hour when Jesus will return (Matt. 24:36), it behooves every one to be ready,
working, watching at all times (Matt. 25:1–13). At the coming of the Lord all wrongs will be righted, and
the believer will stand in the presence of his Lord, fully vindicated. Hence, let him not make too much of
disappointments, or unduly trouble himself about the future. So Paul continues, In nothing be anxious or
“stop being anxious about anything.” (See also N.T.C. on John 14:1–4.) There is such a thing as kindly
concern, that is, genuine interest in the welfare of others. The verb (used in Phil. 4:6, and here rendered
“be anxious”) can elsewhere have a favorable meaning, as it does, in fact, in this very epistle (2:20): Tim-
othy was genuinely interested in the welfare of the Philippians. Often, however, it indicates [Phil, p. 195]
to be unduly concerned about, to be filled with anxiety, to worry. Such worry may be about food or drink
or clothes or one’s life-span or the future or words to be spoken in self-defense or even about “many
things” (Matt. 6:25–28, 34; 10:19; Luke 10:41; 12:11). The cure for worry is prayer. Hence, the apostle
continues, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your petitions be made
known before God.

The cure for worry is not inaction. If one wishes to plant a garden, build a house, make a sermon,
or do anything else, he cannot attain his objective by prayer alone. There must be careful planning. There
must be reflection leading to action. Paul is not forgetting this. In fact, the reflection is stressed in verse 8,
the action in verse 9. On the other hand, however, it is also true that reflection and action without prayer
would be futile. In fact so very important is prayer to the Christian that it is mentioned first of all (verse
6b).

Neither is the cure for worry apathy. God never tells us to suppress every desire. On the contrary,
he says, “Open your mouth wide, and I will fill it” (Ps. 81:10). Proper desires should be cultivated, not
killed.

The proper antidote for anxiety is the outpouring of the heart to God. Here questions occur:

a. In connection with what situations or circumstances should this take place?

Answer: “in everything.” Note the sharp contrast: “In nothing be anxious but in everything … let
your petitions be made known before God.” Because of the specific context here, the emphasis is, never-
theless, on all such circumstances which might otherwise cause one to worry: “Cast all your anxiety upon
him, because he cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7). The outpouring of the heart to God should, of course, not be
restricted to this.
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“Sweet hour of prayer, sweet hour of prayer.

That calls me from a world of care,

And bids me at My Father’s throne.

Make all my wants and wishes known!”

(W. W. Walford)

b. In what frame of mind should this be done?

Answer: with reverence and true devotion. That is implied in the words, “by prayer.” Prayer is
any form of reverent address directed to God.

c. What is the nature of this activity?

Answer: it amounts to supplication. Note: “and supplication.” By this is meant the humble cry for
the fulfilment of needs that are keenly felt. 179

d. What is the condition of acceptance?

Answer: that this be done “with thanksgiving.” This implies humility, submission to God’s will,
knowing that this will is always best. There must be grateful acknowledgement for: a. past favors, b.
present blessings, and c. firmly-grounded assurances for the future. Paul begins nearly every one of his
epistles with an outpouring of thanksgiving to God. Throughout his writings he again and again insists on
the necessity of giving thanks (Rom. 1:21; 14:6; 2 Cor. 1:11; 4:15; 9:11, 12; Eph. 5:20; Col. 3:15; etc.).
Prayer without thanksgiving is like a bird without wings: such a prayer cannot rise to heaven, can find no
acceptance with God.

e. What are the contents?

Answer: not vague generalities. The prayer, “Lord, bless all that awaiteth thy blessing” may be
proper at times but can be overdone. It is easy to resort to it when one has nothing definite to ask. Paul
says, “Let your petitions be made known before God.” There must be definite, specific requests (1 John
5:15). That is also clear from the example given us in what is commonly called “The Lord’s Prayer”
(Matt. 6:9–13). Note also the preposition before, in “before God.” One enters into the very presence of
God, realizing that nothing is too great for his power to accomplish nor too small for his love to be con-
cerned about. Is he not our Father who in Christ loves us with an infinite love?

4:7

B. The Result

7. Now if joy in the Lord reigns within the heart, if magnanimity is shown all around to every-
body with whom one comes into contact, and if there be constant prayer to God above, the result will be
peace. Paul begins the next sentence by saying, And the peace of God that surpasses all understanding.
This sweet peace originates in God who himself possesses it in his own being. He is glad to impart it to
his children. It is, therefore, “the gift of God’s love.” He not only gives it; he also maintains it at every
step. Hence, it has every right to be called “the peace of God.” It is founded on grace. It is merited for be-
lievers by Christ (see John 14:27; 16:33; 20:19, 21, 26). Paul speaks of this peace in every one of his let-
ters, often at the opening and at the close, sometimes also in the body of the epistle. In Philippians Paul
mentions it, as almost always, immediately after grace (in I and II Timothy mercy is interposed between
grace and peace). See on Phil. 1:2. Peace is the smile of God reflected in the soul of the believer. It is the
heart’s calm after Calvary’s storm. It is the firm conviction that he who spared not his own Son will surely
also, along with him, freely give us all things (Rom. 8:32). “Thou wilt keep him in perfect peace, whose
mind is stayed on [Phil, p. 197] thee, because he trusts in thee” (Isa. 26:3). In the present context it is the
God-given reward resulting from joyful reflection on God’s bounties, magnanimity toward the neighbor,
and trustful prayer to God.
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This peace passes all understanding. With respect to this modifier an interpretation favored by
many is this: “God’s gift of peace will do far more for us than will any clever planning or calculating on
our part. In that sense peace surpasses our understanding.” Objections, which I share with many, are the
following:

(1) This interpretation takes the word understanding in a too limited sense.

(2) The parallel, Eph. 3:19, is clear. In that passage the love of Christ is said to surpass knowledge
in the sense that, try as they may, believers will never succeed in measuring it in all its breadth, length,
height, and depth (Eph. 3:18). Surely, if the passage about Christ’s love means that this love is unfath-
omable, why should not the passage about God’s peace have the same meaning?

By nature man is as totally unable to comprehend this wonderful peace as is a blind man to appre-
ciate a glorious sunset (I. Cor. 2:14). And even the believer will never be able fully to grasp the beauty of
this Christ-centered gift that surpasses in value all other gifts of God to man. One reason why it is justly
esteemed to be very, very precious is that it will keep guard over your hearts and your thoughts in Christ
Jesus. The Philippians were used to the sight of Roman sentinels standing guard. Thus also, only far more
so, God’s peace will mount guard at the door of heart and thought. It will prevent carking care from cor-
roding the heart, which is the mainspring of life (Prov. 4:23), the root of thinking (Rom. 1:21), willing (1
Cor. 7:37), and feeling (Phil. 1:7; see on that passage). It will also prevent unworthy reasonings from en-
tering thought-life. Thus, if any one should tell the believer that God does not exist and that everlasting
life is a mere dream, he would get nowhere, for at that very moment the child of God would be experienc-
ing within himself the realities which the infidel is trying to reason out of existence. The man of trust and
prayer has entered that impregnable citadel from which no one can dislodge him; and the name of that
fortress is Christ Jesus (note: “in Christ Jesus”).
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