	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

“Rejoice in the Lord”
Edgar “Trey” Clark III
As a community, this year Dr. Labberton has led us through the ancient letter of
Philippians with a focus on the theme “Pathway to Hope.” Today, I will be sharing
yet another message on this profound letter as we wrap up the series.
For the sake of time, I will only give attention to a brief portion of the passage just
read for us, but I encourage you, if you haven’t already, to check out Pastor Inés
Velasquez-McBryde’s message from last month on this passage for a profound
look at the other verses.
As we turn our hearts and minds to continue to hear from God in Scripture, would
you join me in a moment of stillness and prayer? Let’s pray.
Gracious God, we thank you for the gift of worship as a community, through
prayer, through song, through the table, through the ministry of the Word. I
confess I am insufficient for the task before me. But may your gracious power
prove to be sufficient once again in my weakness. I pray that in the midst of my
words, by your Holy Spirit, may you be our teacher. In Jesus name, amen.
As we enter into Philippians once again, we find ourselves in a whirlwind, a
situation of disruption and confusion. We find ourselves in the midst of suffering
and subjugation under the Roman empire (Phil 1:29).
We find ourselves in a divided community of Christians, a community where both
laity and revered leaders are struggling with selfish ambition, vain conceit, and
seeking their own interests instead of the interests of others (Phil 2:1–5; 4:2–4).
Even more, we find ourselves in a community with an identity crisis as some, Paul
says, have allowed their minds to become set on earthly things, so much so that we
might say their political identity has supplanted their Christian identity (Phil 3:18–
19). This is a community where some have forgotten their “citizenship is in
heaven” (Phil 3:20).
And it is into this difficult, whirlwind-like situation that we hear these words from
the apostle Paul to the church at Philippi: “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will
say, Rejoice” (Phil 4:4).

	
  

	
  

Over and over again, the letter of Philippians speaks of joy—over a dozen times.
But here in Philippians 4:4 as the letter ends with exhortations, Paul takes it up a
notch, if you will.
Not only does he speak of joy––in the midst of a whirlwind, Paul has the audacity
to command joy: “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I say, rejoice” (4:4).
Paul, these don’t sound like words for a whirlwind.
These sound like end-of-the-quarter words.
These sound like settled and thriving in Pomona words.
These sound like the cancer is in complete remission words.
Anything but words for a whirlwind.
How can we rejoice when there is so much dis-ease in our lives and in the world?
How can we rejoice in the midst of grief and sadness that seem to follow us like a
shadow? How can we rejoice in the midst of rapid change and transition that
leaves us anxious, vulnerable, and fearful of being deemed “nonessential?” How
can we rejoice in the midst of tragic bombings, unpredictable shootings, and
polarizing politics?
When I think of the pain of the world that I am aware of, and when I think of my
own sorrow the last few months from walking as a pastor in various ways with
three dear church members toward their deaths, the command to rejoice in the
Lord sounds like an impossible command. Maybe even an abusive command.
Here is this privileged, well-educated Pharisee, this Hebrew of Hebrews, this
Roman citizen, telling women and men living in a colony of the Roman empire to
rejoice.
Clearly, Paul hasn’t experienced the agony of being rendered invisible over and
over again.
Clearly, Paul doesn’t know your life, your people, your history.
We easily dismiss and disregard people who seem to be unacquainted with real
pain, struggle, and challenge in life. And we might be tempted to think of the
apostle Paul this way. But, of course, in many ways that would be a mistake.

	
  

	
  

Yes, Paul was privileged, but as the great Dr. Love Sechrest used to say in her
classes here at Fuller: “privilege is relative.” Remember, this is the Paul who was
apparently untrained in speech, unimpressive in appearance, and deemed not as
“abled” as the so-called super-apostles (2 Cor 10:10, 11:6). This is the Paul whose
body was constantly in danger. Danger from bandits. Danger from his own people.
Danger in the city. Danger in the wilderness (2 Cor 11:26).
And, of course, this Paul is writing not from a resort on the Mediterranean Sea—as
nice as that sounds—but from prison. It’s while being in chains, under the
surveillance of a Roman guard, with the threat of capital punishment looming over
him, that the apostle Paul says, “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say,
rejoice!”
The words of Philippians do not come from someone unmoved by the whirlwinds
of life.
Not altogether different from the unnamed women and men who created African
American spirituals, Paul was a theologian of joy––a theologian of joy formed in
the crucible of suffering. He knew of a joy that can exist alongside sorrow, a kind
of cruciform joy.
In other words, Paul, the theologian of joy, lived in the whirlwind—not as a
momentary inconvenience but as a permanent fact of life.
How can one rejoice in continuous uncertainty, continuous trial, and continuous
instability? What does it mean to rejoice when the whirlwind is an inexorable fact
of life?
For Paul, I think the answer is found in three words: in the Lord.
The rejoicing that the apostle Paul speaks about is not in our circumstances. It’s
not in our suffering as an end of itself—in some twisted, masochistic way. It’s not
in the current state of our friendships, our finances, our future prospects in
ministry.
The Christian faith celebrates every good and perfect gift that comes from God,
but in this particular passage the rejoicing that the apostle Paul speaks about is not
connected to our situations of life (Jas 1:17). But the rejoicing that the apostle Paul
speaks about here is a rejoicing in the Lord. And it’s in a particular Lord. It’s not
the self-aggrandizing Lord of Rome. It’s the self-emptying Son of God.

	
  

	
  

The one who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God
as something to be exploited or grasped…
The one who humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—even
death on a cross…
And the one who God has highly exalted and given the name that is above every
name.
Against the powers and divinities of Rome, Paul says rejoice in the crucified yet
risen Lord Jesus Christ––One whose exaltation opens up the possibility of new
creation right in the middle of the old.
In other words, the command to “rejoice in the Lord always” is a command to stay
rooted, to stay rooted in the reality of the risen Christ who reigns and who will
return to set all things right.
This doesn’t mean that we pretend to always be in a great mood. It doesn’t mean
that we fail to lament over the pain of our lives and our world. It doesn’t mean
either of these things.
But it does mean that by the power of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of love, joy, and
peace, we remain rooted in the Lord, rooted in hope, rooted in the God of Israel’s
larger story of redemption.
A story that is larger than the latest disappointment.
A story that is larger than the latest doctor report.
A story that is larger than the latest failure in our life.
A story that is larger than the latest news update.
God’s work of making all things new in the risen, reigning, and returning Lord
Christ is the larger story that sustains our life.
Now, there’s one final thing in Paul’s words we don’t want to miss. It’s important
to underscore that Paul is not giving the command to “rejoice in the Lord always”
simply to individuals in the church at Philippi. The word used for “rejoice” is
second person plural. He is saying as we do in Texas: “Y’all rejoice!”

	
  

	
  

In other words, God is not merely seeking a bunch of individuals who are content
with their own private joy. No, God by the Spirit is seeking to form a community
of joy. A community that cannot keep its joy to itself. A community of joy that is
so rooted in the hope of the crucified, risen, and exalted Lord Jesus Christ that its
life is a perpetual protest against what Dr. Willie Jennings calls "the forces of
despair."
To put it another way, the church is to be a defiant community of joy. A
community that is made up of people so rooted in the love of God, so rooted in the
goodness of God, so rooted in the ultimate justice of God, that empowered by the
Spirit they pray and dance and eat and sing and paint and serve and laugh even in
the midst of the whirlwind.
This is not blind hope. This is not burying our head in the sand. This is not
undermining the troubling of our soul, of our society, of our world. But it is an
unrelenting refusal to allow the forces of despair to have the last word.
Of course, for some of us––whether because of background or biology or brutal
life circumstances––rejoicing may be inauthentic or even impossible. However,
when I struggle to experience joy in Christ, there is a sense in which the
community’s joy can be my joy.
The community’s dance can be my dance.
The community’s song can be my song.
The community’s laughter, by some miracle of grace, can be my laughter.
To put it another way, at their best, communities of joy rooted in Christ sustain
both the joyful and the joyless.
Like many of you, my life has been deeply inspired and enriched by communities
of joy.
I think of my enslaved ancestors, Uncle Alfred and Grandpa Davey on the Logan
Stroud Plantation in East Texas, two unlettered theologians of joy who sang and
prayed and preached with hope even in the midst of suffering.
I think of my family in Dallas who even in relationally and financially difficult
times has an uncanny ability to make people laugh––the kind of laughter that is so
intense your eyes tear up, your side begins to hurt, and, if it really gets good, you
begin to snort a little bit.

	
  

	
  

And, more recently, I think of good friends in my program here at Fuller, Tamisha
and Anne and Daniel and others, whose acts of kindness and timely words of
encouragement bring life and deep joy in the midst of what can be a grueling
season of study.
There is something of the joy of the risen Lord that enables communities to resist
the forces of despair. It’s a joy that is not achieved as much as it’s something that
is received, in Christ, by the Spirit, and in community.
Sisters and brothers, in the midst of the capricious currents of the whirlwind, God
invites us to receive and radiate the gift of God’s joy.
A joy that’s not rooted in our circumstances…
A joy that’s not rooted in our future plans…
But a joy that is rooted in the Lord Jesus Christ.
“Rejoice in the Lord always; again I say rejoice” (4:4).
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  

