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Scripture:  Philippians 4: 1-13





Text:  Philippians 4: 13;  “I can do all things through Christ which


						strengtheneth me.”





�I can do all things in him that strengtheneth me.”  If one had never heard of Saint Paul, nor of the Christ from whom he said he received his strength, this saying would sound like a little boy’s boasting.  It does not sound unlike the talk of a kid who has moved into a new neighborhood where he thinks that the way to get acquainted is to see how many other kids he can lick.  Or it is suggestive of the pugnacious individual who talks the loudest and biggest when fortified with too much liquor.





And yet these are not the words of a bully, nor even those of a self-confident youth.  They were spoken late in Paul’s life, and from prison.  They are not bragging, nor boasting in the common sense, but are his expression of a confident faith in his ability to meet and master what really called for his trust.  At that time, Paul was in prison in the city of Rome, far off from the east Mediterranean coast where he had begun his ministry.  Prison is not exactly the rostrum from which to fling a boast.





But there is a kind of confidence that is not necessarily restricted by prison confinement.  What Paul had was an abounding faith in spite of the restrictions, the confinement and chains of prison.  Prisons are not, in every respect, places of confinement; they may be places of release to some folk.  John Bunyan was cooped up in the cold, stuffy, Bedford prison; but his soul was not confined there.  In that prison, he wrote his “Pilgrim’s Progress” which lives beyond the confinement of any walls.





Toyohiko Kagawa has often been imprisoned for thoughts considered dangerous by the jingoists among his fellow countrymen.  And yet he says that he found spiritual rest, and the freedom to meditate there, that he enjoyed nowhere else.





Mahatma Gandhi was never a more powerful personality than when he was imprisoned, fasting in self-negation, for the errors of others, or for the freedom of his people.





Much of the conquest of the pagan world was accomplished by the early Christians from dungeon, cave and catacomb.  The power of the life that cannot be contained within prison walls is something more than self.  For Paul, it was the power of Christ.  Bunyan and Kagawa found their strength in the same faith.





Paul is one of the most contagious personalities of history.  He was never down save when brought to his knees by the converting force of Christ’s presence.  He was never overcome by personal or political opposition.  He was never vanquished.  He could be chained, yet free; confined in prison, yet cheerful and even singing.  He could be beaten severely and yet go on with his preaching.  He could face the impossible with the affirmation: “I can.”  Nothing has wiped his memory from history.





Paul’s independence grew out of real dependence.  Here is an essential difference between the Stoic and the Christian.  The Stoic, determined to endure what comes to him in the fortitude of his own decision, endeavors to be absolute in his own strength.  The self-sufficient adequacy of the Christian is different; he becomes independent of the world’s pressures through dependence on God.





The words of Paul represent a confidence which grew out of innumerable experiences in Christian faith.  The exuberance of his confidence in Christ had carried him through the night in many dangers, much persecution and over many discouragements.





Self-confidence is a necessary quality of normal life.  The occasional person who has had it, and lost it, is one who needs to regain spiritual health.  And anyone who robs another of legitimate belief in himself has done a serious injustice and a great harm.





It is Jesus Christ’s effort and genius, to take us as ordinary folk, with the capacities into which we were born, and to lift us to extraordinary living.  The New Testament presents “power to become” which is stronger than any of our present day destructive tensions.  Jesus’ invitation to people was “Follow after me, and I will make you to become....”  If the follower were a fisherman, he would make him to become a fisher of men; if a sheep herder, then a shepherd of souls; if a carpenter, then a builder of righteousness; if a farmer, then a sower of spiritual truth; if a financier, then a steward of all life.  Ordinary people have become extraordinary through association with the Master.  And the companionship of the Christ accomplishes the same result for those who find him at their side today.





The conversion experience of Paul, (described in the book of Acts as well as words may describe a spiritual experience), reveals the power of Christ to make a man great and strong of spirit despite his former errors or perversity.





Paul had no inferiority complex!  Yet it was not vain or idle boasting when he said “I can” or “I am able” or “I am strong.”  It was the assurance of a great faith.  He had learned to say “I can” with great assurance, instead of the plaintive “I can’t” of so many of us.





One of the most pathetic chapters of the modern book of acts is written by those who only say “I can’t.”  What a new day of achievement would arrive for the church if all its members on the record were inspired to say, “I can.”  Its “book of members” might suddenly become altogether its “book of acts.”





And that is the way it can be, and will be, if you and I let Christ have his way with us.  It is not, for us, a matter of making the world over by the power of our selves, but of so putting our lives in the will of Christ that his power changes the world.





This much ought to be said repeatedly, for it is the truth.  the kind of strength and triumph which one finds in Christ is not precisely what the world calls success.  There are times when it looks like failure by the world’s standards.  Jesus might have appeared to be a success on the day he defied the ecclesiastical rules, turned over the money changers’ tables, and drove all merchandising from the outer court of the temple.  Probably no one thought of it then as success when, later on in the same week, he was put to death with a couple of thieves in ignominy.  And yet centuries of thoughtful scrutiny have acclaimed even his death as a triumph for every noble truth he defended.





Out in China, some years ago, a Japanese soldier was charging at Merlin Bishop with a bayonet, and coming fast.  (That was because he had declined to give up the keys to the mission.)  When the point of the bayonet was only a foot from Bishop, he stepped aside.  With one hand he seized hold of the Japanese gun and with the other arm he hugged the soldier tightly.  Bishop smiled and kept praying in his heart that God’s love might pour some fully through him.  At last the other’s face relaxed in an answering smile.  A so-called “happy ending” like that can be seen as success by the world.





The world does not see it so easily in the case of a Korean pastor.  This minister served the lepers of a certain district.  During early hostilities of the recent conflict there two sons of this pastor were killed in guerrilla action.  The murderer was captured, tried and sentenced to die.  But the Christian peacemaker made a plea before the court.  This minister asked the court to turn over this Communist killer of his sons to him so that he could show him the superiority of Christianity over Communism.  The plea was granted and the culprit went to live in the pastor’s own home.





But that was not all.  The reporter writes that the pastor’s daughter went to the murderer’s home and village to live among them as a daughter.  There are some human beings with mind so simple and purpose so pure as to be willing to seal their faith with all their lives.  Here was such a pastor and household.





Months later another group of Communists came to the minister’s village.  As they approached, friends begged him to escape.  He must make a quick, and momentous decision.  Korea would need men like him.  But could he leave the lepers who could not get away?  He decided to stay, and was soon shot, loyal to an insight that neither bullets, sword, nor cross and nails have been able to destroy.





Much of the world would sigh or shrug and call that “failure.”
