JOYFUL LIVING IN A GRUMPY WORLD
#2 Blessed To Be A Blessing
January 22nd, 2012 - Philippians 1:7-11

A welcome sign from a Florida town reads: Welcome to Sebastian – Home of Pelican Island – Friendly People and Six Old Grouches. We live in a world that is filled with grumpy people. Folks overwhelmed with their station in life. Sometimes that includes us doesn’t it? God’s people are called to: Joyful Living In A Grumpy World!   The challenge we have from the book of Philippians is to rise above the lifestyle and mind set of the world. Last week we began this new series with Paul reminding us that we can have security in an insecure world. God has a purpose for our lives right now! It does not matter what is going on the inside of us or going on around us we can still bloom where we are planted. I asked you to memorize Philippians 1:6: being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus. We can trust God to finish what he started in our lives and our situation in life. The result is security in a grumpy world. What good news!

Let’s continue with Philippians 1:7-11: 7 It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart; for whether I am in chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all of you share in God’s grace with me.   8 God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus.  9 And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, 10 so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, 11 filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God.  The older I get the more I become aware that the most important things in life are not things but people.  Things, while nice, do not ultimately satisfy the deepest longings of the human heart. Things compared to people, pale into insignificance. Things are temporary. People are eternal.        God created us to be in relationship to people. When those relationships are healthy they can be extremely fulfilling. When unhealthy they can be extremely discouraging. 
Most of us have experienced the joy that comes from significant people who have made a positive contribution to our lives. We want to make a difference to someone else. We want to be a blessing. When people see us coming,    we want them to be glad. We are blessed to be a blessing! Paul considered the folks he wrote to be a blessing to him. Every time he thought of them, he thanked God. They had made a difference in his life. Now he is going to share what that means to him. He will give us a couple of insights we can apply to be a blessing. 

Express Love for Others!

Look at what he says in verses 7 and 8: 7 It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart; for whether I am in chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all of you share in God’s grace with me.   8 God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus. The word longing is very forceful.         It means to strain after, and to desire earnestly. This was the strongest and most tender expression the Greeks had to denote the intensity of one’s relationship to another. It literally means that his “inward parts” were affected. He is groaning in his gut for them. Paul reveals how he feels about these people who stood by him through thick and thin. John 13:35: By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another. Jesus said that our love for one another would be an evidence of our discipleship. How do we express love for others? Paul mentions two ways:
By What We Say: Paul even calls God as his witness in verse 8: God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus. He was letting these Christians know just how he felt about them. This is a very good thing for us to do. Let me ask you question. Do words matter to you? Of course they do!  Do you need to hear affirming words?  Things like: You did a great job! I want you to know I really appreciate you. You’re a really smart person. You are really good at that. You’re looking good today. What is your reaction when you are affirmed?   Uplifted right? That's because innate in human nature is the fact that we all want to hear good things said about us. Words have the power to build us up or words have the power to tear us down. I heard a speaker say, that the person who wrote: sticks and stones may break my bones but names will never hurt me, was probably deaf. The fact is, words really can hurt you. In fact, they can hurt a lot. But words can encourage as well. Words are powerful.       And we need to use them in positive ways. And when used right, they help express love to one another.                 Do you easily express affirming words in your relationships? Who is someone you could affirm this week?
By What We Do: 1 John 3:18: Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth. Our words must be accompanied by actions. The old saying, actions speak louder than words, is very true. Our actions don't have to be really big things. Being a blessing is not about the big things, but identifying the little things that will be a blessing to someone, and doing those things.   It’s like the wife who said to her husband: When we were younger, you used to nibble on my ear. Her husband got up and started to leave: Where are you going? He replied: To get my teeth!  It’s the little things that count in life!  What are some of those little things?
                                                                                                                                                                                      Dr. Virginia Satir wrote: Hugging can be vital for your emotional well-being. Everybody feels skin hunger throughout their lives, and unless that hunger is satisfied by touching, there’s a vital void in the emotional make-up that’s going to cause deep unhappiness. We all know that babies thrive on frequent stroking. Well, adults are no different. When they are not patted on the hand, embraced around the shoulder or hugged, they withdraw into themselves. I prescribe four hugs a day for survival, eight for maintenance and twelve for growth.  I realize that not everyone is a “hugger,” but I think it’s a good practice. Church is a very good place to practice it. Another little thing is listening. Teenage prostitutes, during interviews in a San Francisco study, were asked: Is there anything you needed most and couldn’t get? Their response, invariably preceded by sadness and tears was unanimous:              What I needed most was someone to listen to me, someone who cared enough to listen to me. It’s the little things!
A man was at the grocery store buying some potatoes and overheard the conversation between the owner, Mr. Miller and a boy: Hello Barry, how are you today?' H'lo, Mr. Miller. Fine, thank ya. Jus' admiring' them peas. They sure look good. ‘They are good, Barry. How's your Ma?'? Fine. Gittin' stronger alla' time. Good. Anything I can help you with?  No, Sir. Jus' admirin' them peas?  Would you like to take some home?   Got nuthin' to pay for 'em with.     Well, what have you to trade me for some of those peas? All I got's my prize marble here. She's a dandy.  I can see that. Only thing is this one is blue and I sort of go for red. Do you have a red one like this at home? Not zackley but almost.  Take this sack of pea’s home and next trip this way let me look at that red marble. Thanks Mr. Miller. 
Mrs. Miller, who had been standing nearby, came over to help him. With a smile: There are two other boys like him in our community, all three are in very poor circumstances. Jim just loves to bargain with them for peas, apples, tomatoes, or whatever. When they come back with their red marbles, and they always do, he decides he doesn't like red after all and he sends them home with a bag of produce for a green marble or an orange one, when they come on their next trip to the store. The man left never forgetting what took place. Years passed! The man went to visit some old friends in that Idaho community and while he was there learned that Mr. Miller had died. He went to the visitation and ahead of him in line were three young men. One was in an army uniform and the other two wore nice dark suits all very professional looking. They approached Mrs. Miller, standing and smiling by her husband's casket. Each of the young men hugged her, kissed her on the cheek, and moved on to the casket with tears in their eyes.

His turn came to meet Mrs. Miller. He reminded her of the story from those many years ago and what she had told him about her husband's bartering for marbles. She said: Those three young men who just left were the boys I told you about. They just told me how they appreciated the things Jim 'traded' them. Now, at last, when Jim could not change his mind about color or size....they came to pay their debt. We've never had a great deal of the wealth of this world, but right now, Jim would consider himself the richest man in Idaho. With loving gentleness she lifted the lifeless fingers of her deceased husband. Resting underneath were three exquisitely shined red marbles. It’s not what you gather but what you scatter that reveals the kind of life you have lived. What will you scatter today? We are a blessing to others as we express our love by what we say and by what we do. 
Pray the All Seasons Prayer!
Paul said in verses nine to eleven: 9 And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, 10 so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, 11 filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God. Prayer makes a difference. How should we pray? Spend your time praying for God’s blessing to be in others lives. Like Paul we can pray the all season’s prayer. He prays for three specific things. These can guide us as well.

Cascading Love: … that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight…The word abound was used to describe the growth of a flower when it goes from a bud to full bloom. The picture is also:        of a river rushing over its banks or a glass of water that is filled to overflowing, or a cascading waterfall that just keeps coming. Love is foundational to our Christian natures. It is by our love for each other, that people outside the family of God will recognize that we are followers of Jesus Christ. When we are praying that others would grow in love, we're asking that God would replace any of their feelings of resentment, bitterness, unforgiveness, or hostility with his unconditional love. Those negative feelings only wind up hurting the one who has them anyway. 

A little eight-year boy had misbehaved and his dad disciplined him. Dad: Now before you go to bed you need to say your prayers. The little boy prayed: I’m sorry, God, that I was bad. Bless mommy. Bless sister and brother.  And don’t forget to bless grandma and grandpa. Still hurting from his spanking, the little boy turned to his father and said: I suppose you noticed you weren’t in my prayer! Many are trapped by their negative feelings toward others. They become enslaved to their feelings. Those feelings become like a cancer that destroys their joy from the inside. God’s love liberates us, not only from the penalty of sin, but also from the sinful attitudes that we are tempted to have toward others. I have never met a person yet who does not need to increase their love level.
.Let’s pray that our own love would splash out, and that it would cascade over every person we know. One way we can gauge our growth in love is to ask: Am I more loving today than I was yesterday?  Am I more loving at 53 than   I was at 43? By God’s grace and enablement, I want to love more people more deeply as I get older. Unfortunately, as we age we often get the disease called: The hardening of the categories. Instead of becoming more loving, we often get grumpier.  Ask God to grant his cascading love for yourself and those you pray for.
Choose the Best: ... so that you may be able to discern what is best… The word discern was used for testing money for counterfeits and metal to see if it was pure. It has the idea of verifying in order to determine what is real and valuable. We pray for discernment so that instead of living mediocre lives, we can know what really matters. We are asking God to give others the ability to sort through the plethora of their choices and activities and have the wisdom to choose the most excellent way. This is not something that comes easily for most of us.
A son approached his father on his 16th birthday asking if he could drive the family car once he got his license.  Dad: I have three requirements to show you’re responsible: good grades, daily devotions, and get a hair cut.    The son came back with great enthusiasm at the end of the quarter. His report card showed A’s & B’s, he read the entire book of John, but thought he could outsmart his day by saying: I don’t see why I should get my hair cut to drive the car, Jesus had long hair. Dad: And Jesus walked everywhere He went. It’s all about priorities.
What are our priorities? Our priorities are those things that are most important in our lives.  Paul did not pray for them to choose what is good. He doesn't want them to choose what is bad. But he also doesn't want them to choose what is just good. He wants them to choose the best. Oswald Chambers: The good is the worst enemy of the best. How true. We can substitute a good thing we want to do for the best that God wants of us. When we do that, the good thing we want to do becomes the enemy of the best that God wants us to do. Are there any good things in my life interfering with God’s best for my life? One pastor called it: God's thumb in the back. Referring to those things that God seems to be moving us to do-the things we can't get out of our minds. Have you been putting it off doing what God wants you to do in your life? Have you been avoiding doing the very best thing you can do to honor God? If we want to experience the fullness of what God has for us, we must choose the best, not simply the good. 

Christ – like Character: … and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness… The word pure meant that which is tested by sunlight. In Paul’s day the best pottery was very thin. It would often crack in the oven and would need to be thrown away. Dishonest dealers would fill in the cracks with a special wax that blended in with the color of the pottery so that no one could see it. And in the poorly lit shops the unsuspecting customer could easily buy some damaged goods. People got into the practice of taking the stoneware outside to hold it up to the light of the sun. Any cracks would show up right away. Honest artisans would stamp a caption on the bottom of their product that read sine cera, which means, without wax. This is the background to our word sincere. Paul is praying for believers to be sincere, or without the wax of hypocrisy. Every Christian has some cracks; but we must avoid filling them in with the wax of hypocrisy. Pray for the Redeemer to repair our cracks as we live each day as forgiven children of God. Our lives are to be the same behind closed doors as they are in public.       
The word blameless is where we get our English word scandal. It originally referred to the bait in a trap that would catch unsuspecting animals. It came to mean a lifestyle that caused others to fall into sin. A blameless person does nothing to make others stumble or trip up spiritually. Am I doing something which would cause others to stumble?    Would I be ashamed if Jesus should return while I’m doing this? The fruit of righteousness is what righteousness produces in our lives. Fruit reflects the nature of the tree. Apple trees produce apples, not oranges. A righteous person produces Christ – like character. What is on the inside will eventually manifest itself on the outside!

A pastor moved to a large city. One day he rode the bus from his home to the downtown area. When he sat down he discovered that the driver had accidentally given him too much change. As he considered what to do he thought:   Oh forget it. It’s only a quarter. Who would worry about this little amount? The bus company will never miss it. Accept it as a gift from God and keep it. When his stop came, he handed the quarter to the bus driver explaining he had given him too much change. The driver: You’re the new pastor in town.   I have been thinking lately about going to worship somewhere. I just wanted to see what you would do if I gave you too much change. We never know who is watching us do we? That’s what Christ – like character should look like in public wouldn’t you say?
A lady was driving her husbands convertible. As she swerved to miss a small boy on a bicycle she ran into the side of a large gray pickup truck. All she could think was: I’m fine now, but Jim’s going to kill me when I get home.    She dreaded the hurt and anguish she would see in his face when he heard the news. The policeman arrived: May I see your driver’s license and registration papers? She walked to the car,  and grabbed the registration packet from the glove compartment. She gave the officer her license and opened the plastic package that contained the papers. To her surprise, there on top of the documents was a white envelope with her name on it. She opened it and read: Dear Beth, If you are reading this, you have probably been in an accident. Don’t worry. I pray that you are all right, and just remember it’s you that I love. Jim.  God says to us: regardless of how many mistakes and times you have failed, it’s you that I love.  That is what Christ – like love should look like in a marriage wouldn’t you say?
This week’s challenge: Memorize Philippians 1:9-11 this week! Pray this Scripture passage back to God by inserting the name of people inside and outside your family. Just substitute their name for the words - your or you in the Bible passage! Pray this prayer for yourself.  Do you want to be a blessing? Do you want to make a difference in the life of someone else? Express it by what you say & do. Pray earnestly, faithfully and daily. Pray that they may have a cascading love, choose the best, and have Christ-like character. You can’t put God’s Word into practice and not be a blessing! You will have an impact on others–– a positive one. They will be glad to see you coming. You will be an encouragement to them. Your life will make a difference in their lives. You will be a blessing. AMEN!
