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4 1 Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm 

in the Lord in this way, my beloved. 2 I urge Euodia and I urge Syntyche to be of the same 
mind in the Lord. 3 Yes, and I ask you also, my loyal companion, help these women, for they 
have struggled beside me in the work of the gospel, together with Clement and the rest of my 

co-workers, whose names are in the book of life. 4 Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, 
Rejoice. 5 Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6 Do not worry about 
anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be 
made known to God. 7 And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard 
your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 8 Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is 

honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, 
if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. 

9 Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and 
the God of peace will be with you. 

Philippians 4: 1-9 

Let’s begin this morning with a prayer:  O God, May the words of my mouth and the 
meditations of our hearts be acceptable to You, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen. 

It was 2005 when I joined the team at the Indiana Department of Correction, and I knew 
NOTHING about the world of criminal justice.  I was hired as the Controller and by default, had 
many of employees systemwide that reported up to the Chief Financial Officer (CFO) through 
me. In particular, there were ten or so employees in my specific location in downtown 
Indianapolis—we called it ‘Central Office’—who did the daily financial work and coordinated 
communication from prisons all over the state.  

Even though I knew nothing, my boss, the CFO, fortunately had spent sixteen years at 
DOC.  Michael (not his real name) took me under his wing and taught me a lot, and I depended 
on his knowledge.  After I had worked at DOC for about a year, one day Michael called me into 
his office and he had a strange look on his face.  He had been moved from DOC to another state 
agency by the Commissioner, without any warning.  Michael was stunned, as were all of the 
finance employees.  I tried as hard as I could to carry on, but I just didn’t have enough 
experience to adequately steer the ship.  Because of my good relationship with Michael, I looked 
forward to the arrival of a new CFO.  I was heartened when I heard that the new boss had the 
same first name as the old—Michael.  I’ll call him Mike for the sake of my story, and again, it’s 
not his real name. 

On paper, Mike was eminently qualified to hold the position of CFO.  He was an 
experienced CPA, and had been a partner in an Indianapolis accounting firm for much of his 
career.  He had not previously worked for any state agency, but still, if the finance team had 
taught me about the correctional field, Mike could be taught as well.  But it didn’t take long after 
his arrival for us to realize that Mike had little intention of learning anything.  In fact, he often 
made decisions based on a very limited knowledge of the field of corrections in general, and 
Indiana correctional facilities in particular.   

I admit that I was disappointed.  After having such a strong, knowledgeable leader, Mike 
was just the opposite.  I would really like to share with you this morning that I took the Apostle 
Paul’s advice in verse 8 of our scripture lesson and that I focused only on Mike’s good traits.  But 
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if I did tell you that, it wouldn’t be true.  I found it really hard to work for Mike, and even harder 
to be positive about him. The best I could do was to keep my mouth shut and not make any 
negative remarks.  I did try very hard to do that, because I did recognize that Mike was my boss 
and my leader. 

At the time, I really felt as if I was justified with my feelings, because Mike was a hard 
guy to like.  In my opinion, he was too concerned about issues that didn’t matter.  For instance, 
he was always overly focused on his appearance.  One day we were driving to a correctional 
facility, and he refused to put on his seat belt because he didn’t want his clothing to be rumpled. I 
heard from my male colleagues that Mike stood in front of the bathroom mirror and combed his 
hair obsessively; then stroked it to make sure it was just right.  I knew that Mike did have good 
qualities because he shared some of his personal life with me.  But at that moment, the negative 
seemed to significantly outweigh the positive. 

All of my employees knew that I was a person of faith.  But Human Resources training 
had taught me not to talk specifically about my faith with an employee unless they initiated the 
conversation.  One morning I was walking between the office cubes when I noticed this hand 
lettered sign taped up between two of them.  It was the letters “JDFHT.” I thought for a minute, 
but couldn’t figure out what they letters stood for.  This was clearly a personal sign, and I usually 
didn’t ask employees personal questions. But I had worked with these two particular employees 
for awhile, and they knew they could trust me.  So I asked the meaning of the sign.  They looked 
at each other a bit sheepishly, and one of them whispered, “I’m not sure that we should tell you.”  
Then the other one pointed in the direction of Mike’s office, and said, “Jesus Died For Him 
Too.” 

I smiled at the employees, and walked casually back to my own office.  But inside, I was 
reeling.  That was the first time that I had a verbal confirmation that the other employees were as 
disgruntled with Mike as I was.  But more importantly, the truth of that little saying hit me right 
between the eyes.  I believed then, and still believe now, that Jesus Christ died on the cross for 
each one of us.  I just hadn’t thought of the fact that that Mike was included in that group.  But of 
course, he is, and so is everyone else—including those that have a different opinion than me, or 
who rub me the wrong way.    

Paul wrote his letter to the Philippians when he was in prison for the gospel. It is amazing 
to me, that despite his circumstances, Paul’s heart was full of joy.  Yet he knew that the church at 
Philippi was undergoing some challenging situations that were dividing them.  In verse 2 of our 
reading today, Paul urges Euodia and Syntyche to be of the same mind in the Lord.  Clearly, 
these two women were at odds with each other, despite the fact that Paul remembers that each of 
them struggled beside him in the work of the gospel. Here are two godly women who have both 
worked for the cause of Christ, yet some sort of disagreement has come between them. That 
situation certainly sounds familiar to me, as it seems that many Christians today are facing a 
number of issues upon which we have diverging opinions as well. We don’t know the specifics or 
nature of the disagreement between the Philippian women, but Paul does not harshly condemn 
either of them.  He merely appeals for unity between them. Commentator Morna D. Hooker 
describes this desired unity in a way that I find especially appealing when she says, “those who 
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are in Christ should share the attitude of Christ.”  Those who love Jesus should love each other 1

as well. 
Paul then writes what are some of the best known verses in the letter to the church at 

Philippi. He encourages his people to always rejoice in the Lord despite their circumstances, and 
to let their ‘gentleness be known to all’.  We read those verses out of the New Revised Standard 
Version earlier, but I like the way that the Amplified Bible elaborates when it says ‘let your 
gentle spirit [your graciousness, unselfishness, mercy, tolerance, and patience] be known to all 
people.”  Those aren’t exactly the words used to describe the fruit of the Holy Spirit in the letter 
to the Galatians, but they’re certainly traits of the Christian life.  Paul then encourages the 
Philippians to be constantly in prayer and not to worry, because the peace of Jesus Christ will 
guard their hearts and minds. Those are life-giving words for a Christian, especially during times 
of unexplainable tragedies like the recent hurricanes and wildfires.   

But it’s the eighth verse that really stands out to me.  Paul gives the Philippians some 
good advice about ways to avoid dissension among them.  He tells them to concentrate their 
thoughts on the good traits of people.  “If there is ANYTHING excellent or worthy of praise”, 
Paul says, “think about these things.”  Interestingly, this advice is rather unique within the New 
Testament. Morna D. Hooker indicates that the vocabulary used here is unusual, and that several 
of the words are not used elsewhere by Paul. Yet he clearly thinks that ‘anything excellent or 
praiseworthy’ is related to the Divine.  But this is more than just glib advice to think nice things 2

about someone else; it is a cautionary principle about life.  It really is true that our thoughts often 
influence our actions. 

At the beginning of 2016, I printed a couple of Bible verses and placed them in my 
calendar, and Philippians 4:8 was one of those verses.  I wanted to be reminded daily of Paul’s 
words because I know myself. I have shared with you before that my own mother had a tendency 
to be negative, and I sometimes struggle with that as well.  I need that reminder every day:  to 
concentrate on the good things about people, rather than the opposite.  I believe that God is love, 
and that love is for each of us. It’s important for me to always remember that God’s grace is for 
everyone, not just me.  I want to always keep in the front of my mind what my fellow DOC 
employees reminded me of that day:  Jesus Died for Mike, Too—despite what I thought were his 
annoying and aggravating tendencies and traits. Meditating on Paul’s words in this verse keeps 
me grounded, and constantly reminds me that all are cherished children of God. That  keeps me 
from dividing people into arbitrary categories that don’t matter—especially those who don’t 
share all of my opinions.   

We are currently in a particularly troublesome time in our country. Differences of opinion 
abound on many topics, including religion and politics, and it almost seems as if we disagree 
more than we agree. We’re not joining together to solve any problems, we’re huddling back in 
our own circles and pointing fingers at each other.  We’re becoming more and more polarized, 
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and more and more angry.  Each side is sure that the other side is wrong—no matter what the 
specific topic. 

It is because of this polarization and division that I found the overall response to the 
victims of Hurricane Harvey to be very interesting.  Harvey dropped a record 50 inches of rain in 
Texas, and left behind massive flooding and damage.  But the response to that disaster was 
incredible. An article in USA Today observed, “As floodwaters from Hurricane Harvey rose 
across Houston and parts of Texas, people formed human chains, carried pets above their heads 
and hopped into boats to save people they'd never met.”  There were no ‘conditions’ that had to 3

be met in order for a rescue to occur.  No one questioned victims about their opinions on any 
current event, nor were they questioned as to their “right” to be rescued. No one was disqualified 
from help on the basis of their own personal beliefs. If help was needed, it was given. People 
went out of their way to assist others. And whether they knew it or not, they were fulfilling God’s 
command to love one another. 

For some time now, there have been significant disagreements among the people of the 
United Methodist Church concerning human sexuality. During the General Conference of 2016, 
a Commission on the Way Forward was formed in order to explore options about this topic that 
help to maintain and strengthen the unity of the Church. This week, starting today, is the Indiana 
Conference’s week to pray for the efforts of the Commission. Let’s join together in this important 
work of prayer with open hearts and open minds, and a true belief that the Spirit of God will 
move mightily among us.  Let us pray that because of who we are in Christ, we can share the 
attitude of Christ. Let us remember that everyone—no matter their own positions on this 
particular topic—is loved by God. Let us remember Paul’s words to the Philippians that are still 
true today, and focus on the excellent and praiseworthy parts of others. Let us pray that we will 
regard all who love Jesus Christ as brothers and sisters. 

One of the foundations of the United Methodist faith, and my own faith, is the fact that 
Jesus’ salvation is for anyone who will receive it. We are all sinners who are desperately in need 
of God’s grace, and that grace is for everyone. Everyone. So just for a moment, I want you to 
think about your own personal “Mike.”  You know—the person who just irritates you; who may 
be arrogant and opinionated; or who just may disagree with you. Keep that picture in the 
forefront of your mind, and then the next time you actually see them remember:  JDFHT:  Jesus 
died for him (or her), too.  Amen. 
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