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4 Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5Let your gentleness be known to 
everyone. The Lord is near. 6Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer 
and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7And the 
peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds 
in Christ Jesus.  

8 Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honourable, whatever is just, whatever 
is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if 
there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. 9Keep on doing the things 
that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will 
be with you. 

 

 
It’s ingrained in us from an early age – there’s going to be something good in the box. 

That’s why there is a feeling of excitement that wells up within us when we receive a box 

addressed to us. Sometimes the box comes wrapped and under the tree. Sometimes the 

box comes with a card and a well-candled cake. Sometimes the box comes from a man in 

a brown truck who rings our doorbells after setting it on our porch. Not knowing what’s 

inside, but expecting it to be great, we are eager to tear into it. 

The process of opening a box itself only builds more excitement. First, you have to get 

through the layers of tape. But, then, when you hear that satisfying crack of the tape 

giving way, you know you are getting close. After you’ve pulled open the flaps of the box, 

the only thing between you and your new “thing” is a layer of packing peanuts. Of 

course, the feel of digging your hand through all of those peanuts, the scrunching sound 

they make when pushed together, the smell of Styrofoam, the static cling that makes them 

stick to your sleeve – that’s not for protection. It’s designed to build anticipation. We 

yearn to learn what’s buried below. 



2 

Finally, with the packing peanuts or bubble wrap or tissue paper out of the way, we get 

to the prize. Sometimes, it’s the gift we’ve always wanted. Sometimes, it’s the gift we 

didn’t know we really need but we act as though we did. Sometimes, it’s the shirt we 

ordered for ourselves online two weeks ago. But whether it’s expected or unexpected, 

there is a certain joy in the fact that what’s in there belongs to us and it’s finally here! 

However, not every box is a joyful surprise. Most of us have boxes in our houses that 

contain things that aren’t new...and any joy associated with the content has already worn 

off. Boxes filled with tax receipts; keepsakes; old photographs; old books; family 

heirlooms. These are the boxes you rarely have to get into. They can just sit and collect 

dust. But there is another kind of box in our house that brings Jodi great joy…and me, 

much less. The boxes filled with seasonal decorations. 

Somewhere in the weeks leading up to a particular season, I know that Jodi is going to 

ask me to get down the boxes with the appropriate decorations. We have boxes for 

Valentine’s Day, boxes for Easter, boxes for the Fourth of July, boxes for Halloween, and 

boxes for Thanksgiving. But these all pale in comparison to the boxes we have for 

Christmas. Boxes filled with ornaments, greenery, decorations, Christmas plates, strings 

of lights, and, of course, the trees. Only when my back is sore and I’m sneezing from the 

wonderful combination of evergreen and dust does it begin to look a lot like Christmas at our 

house. 

The rhythm of the church’s seasons are a lot like this. There’s the box of: 

• Advent – full of the anticipation of Christ’s birth; hope; peace; joy; love; shepherds; 

angels…  

• Christmas – full of the smells and bells and carols and good news of great joy… 

• Epiphany – full of wise men; the new year; stories of Jesus’ baptism and miracles 

and transfiguration… 

• Lent – we grudgingly agree that we need to think about our spiritual lives before we 

get to Easter… 
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• Easter – full of Easter lilies; new life; resurrection; and the Hallelujah Chorus… 

• Pentecost – full of tongues of fire; power of the Holy Spirit; birth of the church; 

promise and possibilities for the church today… 

These are the boxes we want open every year. But, then, up there on the shelf is the 

box marked stewardship. Some wish we could hide it behind all of the other boxes or 

mislabel it “church yearbooks.” Some would, at the very least, like to seal it with a stamp 

that says, “do not open until 2030.” For many of us, stewardship is a box we want to 

keep closed; packed up; hidden away. It’s a season we don’t want to deal with. 

But what if we could transform it from being the box we dread opening to being the 

box we leave open year-round? What if we could think of the emphasis of this season not 

being one of “getting from” but rather “giving to?” What if we could make this a season, 

not of distress, but of delight? 

This morning, we are beginning a new series called Out of the Box. It’s a fun title. But 

it’s also a series with a subtitle: the JOY of Giving. JOY is an acronym for Jesus, Others, 

and You. And over the next four weeks, we are going to open and unpack the 

stewardship boxes of our spiritual lives to see if we can find joy buried within. 

This kind of spiritual unpacking begins with asking the question: “What we are known 

for?” For many of us, our approach to stewardship is usually one of anxiety. Because the 

truth is everyone of us here wants to do more. We want to volunteer more in one of our 

ministries. We want to serve more through one of our outreach projects. We want to give 

more from our wallets. Nobody wants to do less this year than last. But, then we take a 

quick glance at our calendars, and our budgets, and our bank accounts and anxiety creeps 

in. These things indicate what we already know in our minds. We already feel 

overwhelmed. We already feel guilty. We already feel stretched. We want to be known for 

our generosity, but for many of us, we are known by our anxiety. And, as you might 

expect, that can be a problem. 
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Many of you have been watching the World Series this week. You’ve watched the 

Houston Astros struggle against the Washington Nationals for two games, and then seen 

the reverse. As you’ve watched, you’ve probably heard the television commentators talk 

about the batting averages of particular players. Some of them are playing pretty well, 

much like they did throughout the regular season. Others have not played in October like 

they did the rest of the year. 

Sometimes, when players aren’t hitting like they usually do, they start to do things 

differently. In an effort to get hits, they change their approach. They hold the bat 

differently. They stand differently. They even dig in, clench their teeth, tighten their 

muscles, and swing differently. And this impatience and antsy thinking causes them to 

chase bad pitches they would normally let go. Their play at the plate becomes 

characterized by anxiety. 

So, too, our play at the offering plate is often characterized by anxiety. The fact that 

our own plates are seemingly too full already make us anxious when we are presented 

with the idea of doing more. As a result, we do things that aren’t characteristic of who we 

normally are or who we want to be. We stand differently – with a little less assurance. We 

clench our teeth, hoping that no one will ask us to serve. We grip what we have more 

tightly. We convince ourselves that pulling back a little here will make us feel a little better 

there. As Kennon Callahan once said, “There is a direct correlation between our fears and 

our stingy behavior.”i The feeling of fullness is replaced with the feeling of fear. 

In our scripture lesson this morning, Paul was aware of this kind of behavior. And 

while he wasn’t specifically talking about stewardship, the principle he passed along would 

fit what we are thinking and talking about this morning. His advice to the church in 

Philippi would be the same advice he would give us today: be known by your gentleness, 

not your anxiety. 

When we think of gentleness, we tend to associate it with being “meek and mild.” But 

the Greek word translated “gentleness” is much broader. It is better defined as “the 
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quality of not being over impressed by one’s self importance.”ii This kind of gentleness 

requires a particular kind of self-awareness; a particular kind of humility. And the fact that 

Paul sandwiches this advice between a command to “Rejoice in the Lord” and a 

statement that “The Lord is near” makes clear that this kind of gentleness is powered by 

Jesus Christ. 

Now let’s be clear. Paul isn’t saying there is nothing to worry about or that the things 

we worry about are unimportant. We should worry about our kids. We should worry 

about doing a good job for our employers. We should worry about how we will feed and 

clothe and shelter ourselves. But what Paul does is place our anxieties, fears, and concerns 

in the context of our relationship to God. It’s not about one “swing and a miss.” It’s 

about playing the long game. It’s about finding joy by seeing the whole gospel in every 

one of those things. 

And Paul would know. After all, when he wrote Philippians, he was in prison. He was 

all alone, awaiting a trial that he feared would lead to his execution. It couldn’t have been 

a particularly happy situation. Yet, 21 times in his letter to the Philippians, Paul talks 

about joy and rejoicing. Somehow, in the midst of the loneliness of a dark, damp prison 

cell, Paul found joy. 

Some of us here this morning know the feeling of being imprisoned. Some of you are 

trapped in jobs you dislike because you need the benefits. Some of you are captives to the 

particular medical situations you find yourself in. Some of you are confined by the 

financial decisions you made years ago. There is nothing particularly cheerful about these 

situations. 

In the midst of these situations, it would be really easy to say, just be joyful. Just be 

happy and all that will go away. That’s what Paul says to do. Your situation doesn’t 

matter. Just blissfully ignore all that. But, that’s not exactly what Paul says. When he says 

to rejoice in the Lord, it’s not a superficial kind of joy. Oh sure, some do have reasons to 

be very happy. And for them, rejoicing could be celebratory. But, for those who are 
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struggling, rejoicing takes on a different meaning. It those situations, the best definition 

for rejoicing is “take heart” or “have courage.” To rejoice is to “be happy when 

circumstances allow it, but always to have courage.” 

The source of this kind of courage comes by recognizing that the Lord is near. We 

know that the God who in Jesus Christ promised to never leave or abandon us is close at 

hand. Even in our most difficult circumstances, God is with us. When we trudge through 

dark valleys of a daily grind, God is with us. When we have to swim through flooded 

waters of mounting debt and failing health, God stays with us. We can rejoice in the fact 

that even our most difficult circumstances can’t wrench us away from either the Lord or 

God’s love.iii Real and lasting joy comes from the confidence that, no matter what 

happens, we are inseparably connected to God. No matter what hardship or distress or 

persecution or families or nakedness or peril or sword we experience, nothing can 

separate us from the love of God made known in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

This reality of “happy rejoicing” or “courageous rejoicing” requires a different kind of 

thinking. One of the well-worn phrases in the business world is to think out of the box. 

It’s a metaphor for thinking differently, unconventionally, or from a new perspective. It’s 

designed to spur creative thinking and brainstorming about new possibilities. 

That’s just what Paul asked the Philippians to do. To think outside the box when it 

came to their discipleship. Whatever is true, honorable, just, pure, pleasing, 

commendable…think about these things. But the verb “think about” means to “take 

account of” or “reckon.” This implies not dreamy, blue-sky meditation but an intentional 

inventory-taking.iv What Paul suggests is that the Philippians think of where they have 

experienced such things before. Chances are, Paul implies, those virtues were evident 

where the approach taken was gentleness. 

That approach works for us today, as well. Who comes to mind when you think of 

someone who exhibits truth? Honor? Justice? Who have you seen do things that are 
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pure? Pleasing? Commendable? Could you also characterize those same people as having 

gentleness? Wouldn’t we like to be described that way? 

The fact is, when we confessed Jesus Christ as the Lord and Savior of our lives, that’s 

what we said we were going to do. We - you and me – pledged to live with a gentleness 

that is evident in the ways we are true, honorable, just, pure, pleasing, and commendable. 

We said that we were going to live with grace, forgiven and forgiving because Jesus Christ 

is our Savior. We said we were turning over the management of our lives to Jesus Christ 

because he is our Lord. And Jesus isn’t just the Lord of the big and lofty things in our 

lives. Jesus is the Lord of all of our lives. When we are inseparably connected to Jesus, 

every aspect of our life is connected to him as well. 

And here’s how we know this. What set up our scripture lesson this morning is a 

quarrel between two members of the Philippian church: Euodia and Syntyche. We don’t 

know what caused these two women to be at odds but their feud gave Paul an 

opportunity to reinforce what he had been talking about. Using this quarrel as his 

example, he made clear that you can’t be a Christian deep in your heart but not on the 

surface of your daily living. If you are going to be a disciple of Jesus, then the working out 

of that discipleship is going to get just as specific and nitty-gritty as your relationship with 

another church member.v It’s going to get just as specific and nitty-gritty as the calendar 

request in your email inbox. It’s going to get just as specific and nitty-gritty as the choices 

in your budget. Being known for our gentleness is about doing the things you have 

learned and received. It’s about letting Jesus be Lord of our calendars, Lord of our 

priorities, Lord of our checkbooks, and Lord over all the anxieties and fears that arise 

from those things. 

So how do we do this? By rejoicing. The theologian Karl Barth once called joy a 

“continual defiant ‘Nevertheless.’” “Nevertheless” says we aren’t basing our decisions on 

our circumstances. We’re basing them on our Lord. This is how we see the whole gospel 

in every corner of our lives. Yes, my schedule is jam-packed. Nevertheless, I’m going to 
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serve in this capacity. Yes, my job could use 80 hours from me this week. Nevertheless, 

I’m going to prioritize my family and my faith. Yes, my budget is tight. Nevertheless, I’m 

going to give as though I’m dependent upon God and not my own financial savviness. 

Saying “nevertheless” is not an excuse to run ourselves ragged. But it is a way to think out 

of the box. It’s a new and unconventional perspective, but one that leads to gentleness 

and not anxiety. 

I may groan about the fact that I have to get the boxes down with every changing 

season. Nevertheless, once Jodi has opened the boxes and done her magic, it becomes 

apparent what season we are in. It sets the stage for what we are to celebrate. It puts us in 

the right frame of mind for giving thanks at Thanksgiving, celebrating Christ’s birth at 

Christmas, or loving one another on Valentine’s Day. 

So, too, does this season in the church. We may not want to talk about stewardship. 

Nevertheless, this season sets the stage for what is to come. It puts us in the right frame 

of mind for thinking about the nitty gritty of our discipleship. It builds excitement for 

what God is about to do next with this congregation. And if we keep a focus on what’s 

been delivered to us – Jesus Christ – it causes us to rejoice. So, rejoice in the Lord. Again, 

I will say rejoice. Because deep down, it’s uncovering the fact that Jesus the Lord of our 

lives that makes our gentleness and our generosity evident. 
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