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“Please & Thank You”

Philippians 2:1-4

May 28, 2006


One of my grandchildren’s favorite movies is “Finding Nemo”, I like it too. It is a wonderfully simple parable about parental love, the tragic loss of a wife and children, and the father’s obsessive love for the one remaining child. There are at least a half-dozen good sermons submerged in that movie.

My favorite characters in that movie are the seagulls. My grandchildren can remember a lot of the dialogue in that movie. I can only remember one line, the seagulls say it, “mine, mine, mine”. And then that line is followed by their frantic, stumbling efforts to beat each other to the tasty little fish or crab, which always gets away. “Mine, mine, mine”….little children learn that word very early don’t they. Why? Because at the very core of every human being is the drive to possess for self. To have and hold, to claim as rightfully mine.


Humans are not the only ones that have that self-centered tendency. I suspect that most creatures do as a way of self-preservation. It is easy to understand in animals, even expected.


Do you know how to catch a monkey? Obviously not, I don’t know any of you who have a monkey. But if you wanted to catch a monkey I am told that this is one way to do it. Find yourself a jar that has a neck that is just large enough to squeeze a child’s little hand through and into the bottle. Put a nice shiny necklace of beads in the jar and securely anchor the jar to a tree. The monkey will come along, see the beads in the jar, reach in and grab them, but he won’t be able to get his balled up fist full of beads out of the narrow neck unless he releases the beads. He won’t. When you come to catch him he will do everything he can to get away, except release the beads. Try it the next time you have a monkey problem!


The point is, we are like those monkeys sometimes. We believe something is ours and we hold on to it as if our life depended on keeping it. We may not shout “mine” like the cartoon seagulls, but our actions will do the shouting for us. It might be a thing we are holding on to, but it could just as easily be an idea or a place.


Are we born self-centered? I don’t know, probably. The very will to live drives us to get whatever we need to survive. An infant won't wait for it’s mother to feed him but will make a sufficient racket that he can’t be ignored. Children whine. Teens badger. And the rest of us do whatever it takes to have our way.


The drive to have it our way causes tremendous tension and problems in a family. In the church this kind of thinking will always cause tension and will sometimes destroy relationships, ministries, even whole churches. Paul witnessed the problem in his churches in Asia Minor and many of his letters address the lack of unity caused by self-centered thinking.


When I was a boy my mother with regularity had to remind me to say “please” and “thank you”. I did that with my girls and now admonish my grandchildren that it is polite to say “please” and to say “thank you” and they might not get what they want unless they say “please” or “thank you”. A number of years ago I had a dear friend who was herself a mother and grandmother. She would always end any request with “please and thank you”. “Choir rehearsal tonight, 7:00 o’clock. Look forward to seeing you. Please and thank you.” Used to drive me crazy! But “please” and “thank you” are primitive ways of redirecting our thoughts toward the wants and feelings of others.


But you and I are not just “people”, we are Christians. We are followers of Christ. What is important to Christ is important to us. Where he directs we go. What he did we try to copy. We are called to live by a higher standard than the one we were born with.


Last week you began working on memorizing two verses of scripture. One of them perfectly fits right here. Galatians 2:20 says, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” Galatians 2:20 Is that true of us?


To be “crucified with Christ” means to die to our own wants. To live by faith in the Son of God means to always trust Jesus to show us the right way to go. If Christ truly lives in us then the “mine” agenda is dead and “his” agenda reigns.

In Philippians 2:2 Paul says we are to be “like minded” with Christ and then like minded with each other “being one in spirit and purpose”. To be like minded means to work together, to have the same agenda. To be “one in spirit and purpose” means that our hearts desires are the same and we are working toward the same goals.

Are we at St. Timothy like minded, being one in spirit and purpose? Sometime we are, often we are not. Could we ever be perfectly like minded with Christ and each other, of one spirit and purpose? Probably not! But it is our goal.

We are all saved by faith in Christ Jesus. But we also come to this fellowship of believers with baggage. By that I mean lives that include emotional tears, disappointments in others and ourselves and daily baggage like family challenges and school and career difficulties. Baggage we carry with us everywhere we go.

We all come to this church with our agendas and expectations. By that I mean we come with preconceived ideas of what church should be, or at least what we hope it will be. We each have music we like and don’t, bible verses than mean a lot to us, our dreams of the future of our church.

Paul loved that church at Philippi! In chapter four he calls them his “brothers I love and long for, my joy and crown”. He loved them, but he also knew their faults, their weaknesses. And those faults and weaknesses are very similar to ours. He knew that sometimes they were not like minded and argued with each other. He new that sometimes their vanity got in the way or their hard headed belief that they were right and others were wrong. That is why he went out of his way to remind them that Christ lived in them now and, remembering that, they were to make every attempt to be one in love, spirit and purpose.

Paul reminds us of the four pillars that hold up our Christian walk and our unity in the Body.

1. Paul says we have “encouragement from our unity in Christ”. Jesus Christ is King of Kings and Lord of Lords. He is our Rock, our Great High Priest, our Cornerstone. Nothing is too difficult for our Lord Jesus Christ.

2. A second pillar is the comfort we receive from his unconditional love. He understands our faults and differences and prejudices, our stinking thinking and still loves us. He won’t leave us like we are but is constantly upgrading our hard drives.

3. A third pillar is the strong support of the Holy Spirit. He is our direct link to God and the one who works between you and me to help us meld and blend our personalities to serve Christ.

4. And a fourth pillar that supports us is the pillar of God’s tenderness and compassion. Jesus gave us examples of how we are to live with each other by the way he lived and by what he taught about God’s tenderness and compassion for all people. He and his teaching are our model.

Why did Paul write to us about these things? Because Paul had seen the Lord’s vision for our church and knew firsthand the things we would be struggling with. He wanted us to experience the joy that comes from living a life that pleases God. Paul wanted us to know the peace that comes from God even when we are in situations that would normally demand panic and fear and confusion. He wanted us to experience the love that pours out from God when his children are obedient.

There is the what and the why, now for the how. How do we live so that God’s joy in us is complete

The first step is what C.S. Lewis called a “biggish step”. We must admit our pride and our natural inclination to do for ourselves first. That is of course “confession”.

Step two is to be willing to humble ourselves before God asking that he help us to be Christ like in our actions and attitudes to others.

And the third step is to discipline our lives so that we stick close to the Source of our hope and life, Jesus. Paul says that if we stick close and obey the Lord we “can do everything through him who gives us strength”.

Admit our natural tendencies and ask God’s forgiveness.

Humble ourselves before God relying on him alone.

Stick like super glue to the Lord.

God will make you and your church “shine like stars in the universe”. (Phil. 2:15)

Not easy, not even natural for us, but it can be done because God wants it done in each of us. Amen.

