
What’s on your mind?
Philippians 4:1-9

‘What’s on your mind?’  There’s probably no more personal a question than 
this one.  It’s sacred space, isn’t it, your thought life?  Nobody gets let in 
there, and nobody can tell you what to think, right?  But in Philippians 4:1-9, 
Paul tells the church at Philippi, and God tells our church, how to think.

There’s things here about conflict, about anxiety, and about the things we let 
our thoughts dwell on.  Three things that take up a lot of space in our hearts 
and minds.

But before all that is v.1.  ‘Therefore, my brothers and sisters, you whom I 
love and long for, that is how you should stand firm in the Lord, dear friends!’
‘Therefore’ in v.1 is pointing us back to everything we heard in chapter 3 last 
week - that the way to ‘stand firm’ is to ‘rejoice in the Lord’ - to celebrate 
Jesus.

These three words, ‘in the Lord,’ are the vital difference between someone 
who has life in Jesus and someone who doesn’t.  It’s not that Jesus is in your 
life, it’s that you are in His.  And that shapes everything that Paul is going to 
say in chapter 4.

v.2 talks about ‘agreeing with each other in the Lord,’ vv.4 and 10 repeat the 
theme of chapter 3 about ‘rejoicing in the Lord,’ later in the chapter the phrase 
‘in Christ Jesus’ in vv.19 and 21 remind us where our glorious riches and our 
relationship with each other as Christians is all rooted.

If you’re not a Christian and you’re looking for some help with relational 
conflict, dealing with anxiety or getting your mind out of the gutter, nothing 
we’re going to look at is going to help you until you first believe that you need 
Jesus.

There’s no secret to this; Jesus invited any who would come to Him to find 
true life that bubbles up infinitely in Him.  But you need to discover that and 
lean the weight of your trust on Him before anything else we look at today will 
help you.

What’s on your mind?  What’s occupying it most?

First of all, Paul addresses conflict that’s going on in the church in vv.2-3.  
These letters that Paul wrote would have been read out loud to the churches 
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they were addressed to; they would have been like the sermon.  You can 
imagine Euodia and Syntyche jumping when this bit got read out!

They’d have been squirming during the first half of the letter when there were 
those bits in chapters 1 and 2 about unity and humility and a Christ like 
attitude.  Maybe they were hoping to ride it out, stay under the radar until the 
end of the service.  But no - ‘I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to 
agree with each other in the Lord!’

One of the striking things about how Paul handles conflict in the church is just 
to be open about it.  No hiding it or pretending it isn’t there.  Conflict happens, 
and it really occupies a lot of what’s on our minds when it does.

It not only drains us mentally, emotionally, spiritually and physically, it also 
affects the life of the church when two of those ‘in the Lord’ are experiencing 
it.  So it’s not a private matter that’s ‘nothing to do with anyone else.’  It’s 
something Paul calls out and calls for dealing with.

And he starts by appealing equally to both parties.  ‘I plead with Euodia… and 
I plead with Syntyche…’  He’s not taking sides.  He’s not putting more 
responsibility on one than the other.  He is appealing to both of them to take 
the responsibility for reconciliation.

There’s to be no, ‘I’ll apologise when she does’ or waiting for the other to 
make the first move.  There’s no pass here for the natural inclination to just 
live in parallel without engaging with each other.  And there’s no expectation 
of the church or its leaders agreeing with one of them over the other.

Instead is the call for the two of them to ‘agree with each other in the Lord.’  
To give up on the natural desire of looking for others to agree with me and my 
side of things - and to pursue actually talking to the other and finding 
agreement with each other in the Lord.

It’s possible to continue to have different opinions about an issue, but to find 
‘agreement in the Lord.’  Back in 1:27 and 2:2, Paul called the Philippians to 
be ‘one in spirit and purpose (in) contending for the faith of the gospel.’  
When, as Christians, our motives are drawn back to mission, even if we 
continue to disagree about an issue, we find a real one-ness in that spirit and 
purpose.

And that’s what Paul reminds the church about here in 4:3.  He reminds them 
again of their identity as partners in sharing good news about Jesus.  That’s 
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the heart of who they are, and remembering that helps overcome conflict - 
because it is to replace the issue about which you’re in conflict as the main 
thing, with the mission of the gospel of Jesus that you’re one about as the 
main thing.

There’s two others things about v.3 that are really helpful to us in dealing with 
conflict with one another as Christians.  One is to look to others in the church 
family to help with the issue.  That’s what Paul asks of the church - that some 
amongst them would ‘help these women.’

There are times when, if conflict persists, it’ll be good to come to a Life Group 
Leader, a member of the Pastoral Care Team, or someone in the Leadership 
Team, for help with your relationship with one another.  There are times 
where people in these roles might gently seek to help you if they see you in a 
relational conflict.  A healthy church welcomes and invites this kind of help.

The other thing from v.3 is that as well as quite publicly admonishing Euodia 
and Syntyche, Paul equally publicly encourages them.  They are people who 
have faithfully contended for the gospel.  Their names are in the ‘book of life.’  
They are Christians destined for glory whose lives show dedication to Jesus.

Along with challenging Christians in conflict, it’s good to encourage them 
about how you’ve seen the gospel in and through their lives, and how you’ve 
seen them share that together.

Linked to all this is what Paul goes on to say in vv.4-5.  The repeated call to 
‘rejoice in the Lord’ flows through the letter, and it’s an explicit command here.  
Last week we read in that chapter that it’s when we forget to celebrate Jesus 
that we take wrong turns of working for self-worth or making our earthly 
appetites our gods.

This week, we see in 4:4-5 that we need to keep celebrating Jesus if we’re 
going to have our ‘gentleness be evident to all.’  David Pawson explains that 
‘gentleness’ here means ‘…the attitude… which knows when to give way, 
when to back up.  It is an attitude that would rather suffer injury than cause it.’

I don’t know about you, but I find this hard.  Often our gentleness is not 
‘evident to all.’  It might be ‘evident to most’ - but not all.  Some can do this 
gracious giving way with their families, but struggle to do it in public.  I 
suspect most of us are the other way round though.  I certainly am.
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The world can get all my gentleness and all the graciousness I can muster in 
human interactions.  But my wife and kids get the thorny, graceless, grumpy, 
hot-tempered Scott.  They get me reacting with self-vindication instead of 
self-sacrifice.  They get me answering back.  I often rationalise this by saying 
‘I’ve got nothing left - I’ve used up all my effort on everyone else.’

But I need to realise that it’s not my effort that makes me able to be evidently 
gentle to all - my family, our church, other people - yes, relationships take 
effort, but more than that, it relies on my celebrating Jesus.  When I take joy 
in knowing Jesus and delighting in His work in my life, it resources me for the 
gentleness of giving way in every relationship.

When I remember that the Lord is near (v.4) - both that He is near enough to 
be resident in me by His Holy Spirit, and that the day of the Lord returning is 
near when all things will be put right - I have what I need to live with the self-
abandoning attitude that Jesus modelled for us.

Who is your gentleness evident to?  Who is it not evident to?
How will knowing the nearness of Jesus change things?

What else is on your mind?  How about anxiety?

The surest way to make an anxious person more anxious is to preach a 
sermon telling them, ‘God commands you not to be anxious!’  Oh, great!  If 
God’s commanding me not to be anxious, and I’m still anxious, I’m sinning?  
That’s making me way more anxious!

Anxiety is a big issue for us.  Our society is full of anxiety.  Everything in the 
news, the uncertainty of our politics, the changing culture of the workplace.  
There’s anxiety for people going through great suffering, and anxiety for 
people who aren’t but who are worried that they might do (which is a 
particularly suburban anxiety to have).

I meet people at the school gates who openly speak about being really 
anxious people.  And I know many of us in our church really struggle with 
anxiety.  There can be all sorts of contributing factors to this.  It’s not 
something to dismiss with a trite, ‘Ach, just trust God more, you’re fine.’  It’s a 
real burden, weighing people down day by day with real effects mentally, 
emotionally, physically and spiritually.

And yet here we are confronted with the words, ‘Do not be anxious about 
anything…’  Paul is echoing, and maybe purposefully pointing to, what Jesus 
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himself says in Matthew 6 - ‘Do not worry about your life… who of you by 
worrying can add a single hour to his life?’  It’s a comprehensive, all inclusive 
call - do not be anxious about anything.

As ever, I want to say that medication, support and counselling can be helpful 
and shouldn’t be shunned by Christians, and anxiety as a clinical condition 
should be addressed clinically.  But I am saying that in the Lord - for 
Christians - there are unique resources here for you to replace anxiety with 
peace.

First of all, God doesn’t want you to be anxious.  It’s not His will that you carry 
that.  That’s why Jesus taught so clearly about not worrying, and why Paul 
says ‘Do not be anxious about anything.’

God doesn’t say His will is that you don’t suffer, or have hard circumstances.  
Remember, Paul’s writing this from a prison cell, uncertain if he’ll live or die 
tomorrow - but he has joy and peace in Jesus.

The things you’re anxious about, God may or may not take away.  But God 
does want to take away your anxiety.  God wants you to be free of that.  v.6 is  
not a burdensome command to crush your spirit further, but God’s heart for 
you that you would be free of the anxiety that’s weighing you down.

How do you actually do this?  Well, you don’t just stop worrying.  You replace 
it with something else.  I’ve heard it summed up like this: Turn every worry 
into a prayer.

Replace the fretting - which is using up lots of thought and energy and is 
directed nowhere and is, as Jesus pointed out, fruitless - with praying - which 
is expressing the same concerns in your heart and mind, but directing them 
to the best place possible - deliberately talking to God about them.

I’ve shared that with people, and they have been honest enough to say, ‘I’ve 
tried turning my worries into prayers, but I’m still anxious.’  The next thing to 
notice is what Paul says about how to pray.  He says in v.6, ‘By prayer and 
petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.’

Petition speaks of asking really specific things of God.  So, rather than 
saying, ‘God, you know I’m worried that it’s tight this month,’ or, ‘God, I can’t 
stop worrying about what the results will be’ - you turn that into: ‘God, please 
supply me with the money I need for this month.  I see a gap of £200 for what 
we need - please meet that need.’
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And: ‘God, please may the results be all clear,’ or, ‘please let me get the 
grades I need to qualify, I need two Bs and a C.’  God could say yes or no to 
these requests.  But putting things really specifically to Him, in my 
experience, definitely lifts anxiety.

And thanksgiving is the missing element so often in our prayers, and the 
reason we miss out on peace replacing anxiety.  When you bring your 
deliberate requests, but you don’t also bring your deliberate thanks for the 
things you see God doing and giving and being to you, you won’t find your 
anxiety subside.

All I can tell you is that, in the most anxious time of my life so far - when 
Heather was diagnosed with ocular melanoma and we didn’t know if she had 
a full life or six months to live - I experienced what these verses were talking 
about in practice.

And, because we always want people to be clear about this, every time 
Heather has a six monthly scan, we don’t know if it’s going to be clear or if it’s 
going to tell us that it’s spread to the liver and she may not have long.  And so 
when that comes around each time, anxiety always rises, of course it does.

But it’s when I pray with both specific requests, and with thanksgiving for what 
we’ve received so far, that I really have found the churning gut and cloud in 
the mind give way to a strange and settling peace.

You need to sit still to pray like this.  Just fretting around the house and 
throwing up a few quick prayers while you try to keep yourself busy to distract 
from your anxieties isn’t going to cut it.  Unhurried, quiet times sitting and 
talking to God give you the opportunity to plead and thank Him like this.

The promise of v.7 is that when we pray like this, peace will come as a guard.  
It’s like a bouncer that decides whether each thought that comes your way is 
coming in or not!  You find, when you pray like this, that the peace that 
descends on you helps you reject the ‘what if…’ voices and dwell on being 
safe in Christ Jesus.

Have you noticed that you have more peace when you’re thanking God?

What else is on your mind?  What’s your thought life like?  The classic 
question I remember from some Christian evangelistic materials is this: If 
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everybody else could see your thoughts on display, like a movie on screen or 
an exhibition to walk round, would you still be sitting in the room?

I wonder, would you say your mind is filled more with positive or negative 
thinking?  Is it more up in the heavens or down in the gutter?  Are the things 
you meditate on - and I don’t mean anything very spiritual there, I just mean 
the things that you let your mind settle on and dwell on - wholesome, 
beautiful, and uplifting?  Are they pretty run of the mill and mediocre?  Or are 
they sordid?  Or bitter?  Or troubling?

What gets stuck in your mind?

Baby shark - doo doo doo doo doo doo…  (18 seconds in)

I can have whole days where a particular song gets stuck in my head.  And I 
can’t make it go away by just trying to not think about it.  What I’ve found is 
that the only way to unstick a song I don’t want whirling around in there is to 
replace it with another one.

Let your light shine, whoa!  Let your light shine, whoa!  (1:53 in)

Sometimes, we need to change the record, because the one we’re listening 
to is too dark.  That’s what Paul speaks about in v.8.  ‘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.’

The word ‘think’ suggests more than a fleeting thought - Paul’s calling for a 
deliberate meditating on, letting the mind dwell on, good and pure and 
wholesome and excellent things.  Like everything else we’ve looked at, you 
don’t just stop something, you replace it.

So two Christians replace an issue they’re in conflict about being the main 
thing between them with the gospel mission they are one about being the 
main thing between them.  Christians replace anxiety with prayers of specific 
pleas and genuine thanks.  And Christians replace dwelling on sinful, lurid, 
jealous, vengeful, spiteful, selfish things; with dwelling on admirable, worthy, 
true and beautiful things.

That can of course always be done in God’s Word.  Filling your mind with the 
truth God wants to tell you has a wonderful effect on your thought life.  
Especially in a world of bad news, fake news, the facades and comparison of 
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social media and the boundary pushing visceral output of sensationalist 
media, Christians need to fill their minds with God’s truth often.

But there’s plenty too in God’s world to dwell on that’s true and beautiful and 
wonderful to let the mind settle on.  Things of art and science and sacrifice 
and beauty and heroism and wonder and hope; things in nature, performing 
arts, sport, culture, travel, family, home life and community life.

As Christians, we are not captive to our thoughts.  Instead, we’re called to 
‘take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ’ (2 Corinthians 10:5).  
We replace shady thoughts with light filled ones.

And the more you grow in your life in Jesus, the more possible you will find 
this, as the Holy Spirit shapes your mind more and more over time.  So if 
you’re really struggling with this one as a young person or young Christian, 
be encouraged - there’s better to come!  But whatever stage of Christian life 
we’re at, we really are all called to change the record.  Replace the worse 
thoughts with better ones.

All of the things we’ve spoken about are a lot easier to live out when we can 
see it in real life in other real Christians.  And so Paul says in v.9 what we saw 
him say last week in chapter 3.  For those who weren’t here last week, and 
the unthinkable has happened and you haven’t caught up online with last 
week’s sermon, here’s another chance for God to say in His Word what I 
keep going on about - Paul says ‘Imitate me!’

Paul is not afraid to call others to look at his way of life as a Christian and to 
learn from it.  He tells them, ‘look at how I’ve dealt with conflict, and anxiety, 
and my thought life.  Live it out the way I’ve shown you.’

Who are the Christians that you can learn from when it comes to what’s on 
your mind?  The Christians who have not had an absence of conflict, but 
have modelled how to deal with it well when it comes?  The Christians who 
have not had an absence of anxiety, but have modelled how to pray through it 
when it comes?  The Christians who do not have a sinless mind, but have 
modelled in their attitudes and speech what to focus the heart and mind on?

It’s because they are ‘in the Lord’ that they are living like this.  And it’s 
because you’re ‘in the Lord’ that you can relate, and feel, and think like this 
too.  So go learn from them, and lean on Jesus, and live an infinitely fuller life. 
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