











Session 4:

Rejoice and Beware
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Read chapter 3 aloud.

Paul advises the Philippians to rejoice and to imitate him. He also warns them against imitating others who
do not intend them good. Some may find it emotionally contradictory for Paul to be so joyous and so negative
within the same letter. Infact, scholars believe thatthe “beware” section was a separate part, integrated later.
Nevertheless, without considering Paul a manic depressive, we can imagine both joy and fear at the same
time.

Talk to someone who has given birth. The process of labor and delivery may give you some sort of under-
standing of the joy and fearwe see together in this chapter. What are other instances of joy and feartogether?

“Beware” (vs. 2-6, 18-19):

Like any concerned friend or mentor, Paul does not simply exhort his.Philippians about the good in life. He
also warns them about negative influences. Christianity started as a Jewish movement, quickly spreading to
non-Jews. People disagreed on whether one had to become a Jew before becoming a Christian. Paul said,
“No,” and criticized those who tried to make Jews out of gentile Christians.

Can you think of an equivalent situation for us today? Do we try to make others in our image rather than
allowing them to be Christians as they are in God's image?

Paul posited his “true circumcision” against the circumcision which was the mark of the Jew. What did Paul
mean? What might the “true circumcision” mean for us today?

Are we tempted, too, to put our trust elsewhere? How do we have “confidence in the flesh” today?
Remember, Paul says to watch out for those who claim their credentials, not to emulate them. He doesn't

attack them, but responds. Does that mean that we should not preach ‘“the true circumcision” to the “dogs”
of our time unless we're first attacked by them?

“Everything is Loss” (v. 8):

Paul's resume is complete. Yethe rejects it all, because he realizes it isn't going to do anything for him. Christ
has made that unnecessary.

Have you ever been in a situation in which everything you'd worked for lost its meaning? How can we let go
of the unimportant things we cling to? How can we let other people know that we value them and that God
values them not for their accomplishments but for Christ's? How can we do this without insulting them?

Does Christianity involve a different value system? How does the “loss”that Paul speaks about here compare
with the emptiness of Christ in ch. 2? What can we learn about loss and emptiness? Do we choose it? Does
it choose us? Are there different kinds of emptiness?

Martin Luther King Jr. wrote to the Birmingham clergy during his imprisonment in the city jail:

“l must make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish brothers. First, | must
confess that over the past few years | have been gravely disappointed with the white moderate....
| had hoped that the white moderate would understand that law and order exist for the purpose of
establishing justice and that when they fail in this purpose they become the dangerously-structured
dams that block the flow of social justice.”! )

How had circumcision become a similarly “dangerously-structured dam” for Paul? What are the blocks for
us in our religious communities today?

Partnership and Imitation:

Paul's righteousness depends on faith in Chirst — not on his religious pedigree. He writes of knowing Christ
and the resurrection’s power. To know is to share. To know Christ is to share Christ's suffering. To know
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Paul is to share Paul's sufferings. To know the Philippians is to share their sufferings. To know each other
is to share each other's sufferings. How do we do this?

Paul calls the “mature” to do as he has done. What happens when an “immature” one attempts to imitate
one like Paul? How do you know if you are mature enough or not?

To Think About:

Paul is aware of the dangers of the here and now, even as he lives in it. What dangers do we face here and
now? How do we respond?

What do we have to rejoice about today? Of what must we beware?

To Pray About:

Give thanks for the gospel's freedom from pedigree. Pray for all who have the courage to live and speak the
truth.

Forbearance and Interdependence
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Read chapter 4 aloud.

" “Why us always have family reunion on July 4th, say Henrietta, mouth poke out, full of complaint.
Itso hot. White people busy celebrating they independence from England, July 4th, say Harpo, so
most black folks don’t have to work. Us can spend the day celebrating each other.”

Interdependence and forbearance go hand in hand. Can you think of other examples?
Forbearance:

Paultells the Philippians to let all people know their forbearance. How might we let all know ours? Is this a
contradictory task, like boasting of humility?

Paul has written of conflicts outside the community. But conflict also arises within the community. How can
partnership reconcile Euodia and Syntyche? What can they do for each other? What can the rest of the
community do for them? How can we handle conflict within our communities?

Paul has learned to be flexible in prison (vs. 11-13). Yet his trust is not in his own flexibility, but in God. How
are we notflexible? How can webecome more so? Do we become preoccupied with ourown physna!clrcum-
stances? Are there perils in facing plenty as well as perils in facing want?

How is prayer a response to anxiety? Does prayer mask the anxiety ordoes it address the anxiety? Do you
pray when you are anxious? Does your anxiety ever drown out your prayer? Do you pray about being
anxious? Does prayer connect forbearance and interdependence?

Emily Dickinson wrote this letter:
Dear Untiring Little Sisters,

What will 1 ever do for you, yet have done the most, for love is that one perfect labor noughtcan super-
sede. | suppose the pain is still there, for pain that is worthy does notgo so soon. The smallcan crush
the great, however only temporarily. In a few days we examine, muster our forces, and cast it away.
Put it out of your hearts, children. Faith is too fair to taint it so. There are those in the morgue that
bewitch us with sweetness, but that which is dead must go with the ground. There is a verse in the
Bible that says there are those who shall not see death. | suppose them to be the faithful. Love will
not expire. There was never the instant when it was lifeless in the world, though the quicker deceit
dies, the better for the truth, who is indeed our dear friend.?

What can we learn from this letter to friends in adversity? Can we reconcile it with Paul's advice?
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Interdependence:
As Paul has called attention to the criteria of partnership in 2:1, he exhorts the Philippians in 4:8 with a list
of virtues. What are they? What list would you come up with if you were in Paul's place? How is this list like
a Scout oath or a marriage vow?

Do you think it is helpful to think about these things, to strive towards them? How would you go about it? Is
there anything particularly Christian about this list?

Can we learn about civil behavior from other than Christians? Can you think of an example from your own
experience?

How have the Philippians helped Paul (v. 8 ff.)? How has he helped them?

What can we leam about sharing from this letter, and what can we leam about giving and receiving? How
can we keep from expecting to receive in return for our sharing?

To Think About:

What do you think the connection is between the peace of God and the God of peace? Is the peace of God
any different from human peace?

To Pray About:

0

Give thanks for the witness of those outside the church. Pray for forebearance and flexibility.

' Alice Walker, The Color Purple, (New York: Washington Square Press, 1982), p. 250.

2 Emily Dickinson, “To Louise and Frances Norcross,” Letters, Vol. 2, (Cambridge: Belknap-Harvard, 1958),
P. 484.




