
!1

Discipline in the Family 
(Philippians 4.2-9) 

Jason Procopio 

Loanne and I woke up very early Wednesday morning to watch the U.S. election results come in. I felt 
strange watching it, because no matter how it turned out I knew America would be a very different 
country (or at least a much more extreme version of the country) I grew up in. I don’t like to talk too 
much about my being American, because I’ve spent a third of my life in France now; my wife and son are 
both French; France is every bit as much home to me as America has ever been. But it’s worth 
mentioning today because it’s not just Americans who are affected by what’s happened, but everyone. 
Gérard Araud, the French ambassador to the U.S., tweeted just after the results came in: “After Brexit and 
this election, everything from now on is possible. A world is collapsing before our eyes. Vertigo."   1

The obvious question, after Brexit, after President-elect Donald Trump, and looking ahead toward the 
upcoming elections here in France, is how do we live as Christians? Today’s text could not be more timely
—I felt particularly blessed to be preparing this particular message on this particular week. We began this 
series on Paul’s letter to the Philippians in September—now we’re in the home stretch. Now, as Paul 
begins to bring his letter to a close, he makes what is essentially an extensive and detailed application of 
the things he has said so far—in today’s passage, he applies to the Philippians’ context what he said in 
chapters 2 and 3.  

We’ll see that he uses one phrase on three separate occasions in this text:—in v. 2, v. 4 and v. 7—and that 
phrase is in the Lord. Paul is talking to Christians here—those who by faith in Jesus Christ have had their 
sins forgiven by God and who have now been adopted into God’s family as brothers and sisters. So 
everyone who is reading this letter is in the Lord. But like Arnaud told us last week, what God has declared 
about us hasn’t yet worked itself out in reality: there is a fact about us that is already true, but at the same 
time not yet fully manifested: we ARE in the Lord…but we don’t always live and think and act as those 
who are in the Lord. So in today’s text, Paul calls the Philippians do be disciplined, to live disciplined lives—
to not live based on what they might be confronted with on any given day, but to meet those 
confrontations in a way that is shaped by what God has told them about themselves and about who he is.  
And living in such a way takes discipline; it takes work. Paul is calling the Philippians, who are in the 
Lord, to be disciplined in their relationships with one another; in their prayer lives; and in their thoughts 
and behaviors. 

1) Discipline Your Relationships (v. 2-3) 
In order to really get the impact of verses 2 and 3, we need to remember how this book originally made it 
to the Philippians. This book isn’t really a book, but a letter that Paul wrote to the church. Letters like 
this one were addressed to the entire church, so normally were read aloud to the entire assembled 
congregation. So when this letter arrived, the church in Philippi must have assembled, and designated one 
person or another to read it aloud to the group. That’s the setting. 
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Now, there are two women present in the church—one by the name of Euodia, and the other named 
Syntyche. Euodia and Syntyche have apparently been fighting over an issue that seems to them to be of 
great importance. Paul never addresses what the issue actually is, because it doesn’t really matter in the 
end; it rarely does. But their dispute has been continuing, with no end in sight. 

So try to imagine the situation. Have you ever been in a church service and heard a message that made 
you think of someone? Where you’ve said to yourself, “I sure hope so-and-so is paying attention!”? Now 
I’m speculating, but I think that has to be what’s happening here. In chapter 1 verse 27, Paul says, Only let 
your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ. (To which Euodia cocks her head towards Syntyche in 
a Did you hear that? kind of way.) In Chapter 2.3-4, Paul says, 3 Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, 
but in humility count others more significant than yourselves. 4   Let each of you look not only to his own 
interests, but also to the interests of others. (To which Syntyche sighs to herself: I sure hope she’s listening!) 

And then whoever’s reading arrives at chapter 4, verse 2, which reads: 2  I entreat Euodia and I entreat 
Syntyche to agree in the Lord. 3   Yes, I ask you also, true companion [We don’t know who this “true 
companion” is—perhaps Epaphroditus or Timothy], help these women, who have labored side by side with 
me in the gospel together with Clement and the rest of my fellow workers, whose names are in the book of life. 
Here, all their posturing and pride comes down—Paul is not talking to the other; he’s talking about me; 
he’s talking about us. He calls them out by name. Notice, he doesn’t ever get into who’s wrong or who’s 
right—he takes no sides. And he takes no sides because once a disagreement reaches a certain stage, the 
disagreement itself is more serious than the subject of the disagreement. 

Why does he feel the need to address this issue in this very visible, very public way? Because the unity of 
the church is of the utmost importance—Christ died to remove our sin in order that we might be 
reconciled with God, and with one another. It is by the unity of brothers and sisters in Christ that we 
strive for the faith of the gospel, that we manifest the servant humility that the gospel of grace produces in 
us; it is by our unity that we show to the world that we have received encouragement in Christ, that we 
have received comfort in love, that we have received participation in the Spirit, that we have received 
affection and sympathy. The unity of the members of the church is so important that Paul is willing to 
call out these women by name, in public, that they might make peace with one another.  

He expects Euodia and Syntyche to realize that their rift is not just a rift between the two of them, but 
actually a rift in the church as a whole. He expects them to see that the damage they are doing to the 
church together is far graver than whatever they disagreed on to begin with—that the rift in their unity is 
in itself more serious than whatever wrong they accused the other person of, regardless of who is right or 
wrong. So he calls them to make every effort to repair the unity they have broken by their disagreement. 
And this is not something that will happen easily—this is not just a matter of letting bygones be bygones; 
he is calling on these women to live in unity with one another. This is a task that will take discipline and 
work to accomplish—living in unity doesn’t require one moment’s decision; it is a task that will last the 
rest of their lives. So firstly, these women—and the family of believers in Philippi of which they are 
members—are called to discipline themselves to maintain the unity of the church. 
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2) Discipline Your Prayers (v. 4-7) 
Secondly, the Christians in Philippi are called to speak to him—to speak to him honestly, in light of their 
felt needs; but also to remember to speak to him in light of what the truth that they know. 4 Rejoice in the 
Lord always; again I will say, rejoice. 5 Let your reasonableness be known to everyone. The Lord is at hand; 6 do 
not be anxious 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. 

This is really important: those who are in the Lord will speak to God and relate to God in the light of who 
he is and what he has done. Notice that he qualifies his exhortation in v. 6 with several exhortations that 
point in this direction. The Lord is at hand, he says in v. 5. He calls them to pray with thanksgiving. He 
calls them to rejoice in the Lord always (and insists so strongly on this that he says it twice!). Why does he 
surround what he says about prayer by these phrases? 

He wants the Philippians to see that whatever they feel they need, however dire their situation may seem, 
that God is not far, but near: The Lord is at hand. That whatever they are facing or struggling with, they 
have reason for thanksgiving; they have reason for joy. Paul encourages the Philippians to pray honestly, 
yes, but to pray in light of who he is, and in light of what their relationship to him is.  

It’s hard to see how normal this is; Paul is not asking them to do anything extraordinarily spiritual—he’s 
merely asking them to do with God what all people naturally do with everyone else! We always relate to 
other people in the light of who they are, and what our relationship to them is. How strange would it be 
for me to walk up to any woman in the church and begin talking to her as if she were my wife? There are 
some women in the church whom I know pretty well, because we’ve spent a lot of time together in 
community over the past couple years. But how inappropriate would it be if I spoke to Julie-Claire in the 
same way I spoke to Loanne? There are certain subjects I will speak of with Loanne that I won’t speak of 
with Julie; there are certain attitudes I will have with her that I won’t have with Julie; I’ll speak to Loanne 
in a certain tone of voice, and I’ll look at her in a certain way, that I won’t do with anyone else, because 
she’s my wife.  

We always relate to other people in the light of who they are and what our relationship to them is. So Paul 
is reminding the Philippians that if they are in the Lord, they will relate to God as those who are in the 
Lord. Again, there is a discipline that is necessary here—he’s saying that when we pray we mustn’t simply 
say to God any old thing we want, as if he were just a sounding board for us to vent to. We are to 
discipline ourselves to pray in such a way that our prayers reflect the truth of who he is and what we know 
is ours in him.  

So who is God? God is the all-powerful, all-good Father who knows how to give good things to his 
children, and who withholds nothing that is good from those who belong to him. And who are we? If we 
have placed our faith in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, then we are his children; we have been adopted into 
God’s family as his own, and he loves us as his own. Jesus said in Matthew 7.9-11: 9 Or which one of you, if 
his son asks him for bread, will give him a stone? 10  Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a serpent? 11  If you 
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then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in 
heaven give good things to those who ask him! As John Piper so helpfully put it: “God always gives his 
children exactly what they ask for in prayer…or something better. If we ask for bread, he won’t give us a 
stone.”   

So given the reality that God is our good and gracious Father, it is easy to see how Paul can tell us, in 
everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. Fathers 
want to hear the honest concerns and requests of their children! When it hurts, we say it hurts. When we 
feel we need something, we say we need something. We are not hiding under a kind of false, blind joy that 
sings “Everything is awesome!” through gritted teeth. We are honest about our troubles and honest about 
our struggles.  

Given the reality that God is our good and gracious Father, it is easy to see how Paul can tell us in to not 
be anxious about anything. The Lord is at hand! He is not far, but he is near, and we belong to him! If he 
refuses us anything we pray for, it’s because he’s got something better for us than what we asked!  

Given the reality that God is our good and gracious Father, it is easy to see how Paul can tell us to Rejoice 
in the Lord always. If we truly believe we are being cared for by such a loving and gracious Father (and a 
Father who is all-powerful to boot!), that whatever he is allowing in our lives is ultimately for his glory 
and our joy in him, we always have reason to rejoice!  

Given the reality that God is our good and gracious Father, it is easy to see how Paul can tell us that (v. 7) 
the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. We 
are in the Lord—we are in Christ Jesus. This is who we are now; this is our identity. We have been 
reconciled to our Father by Christ’s sacrifice for us. Our sin is no longer counted against us, but was 
counted against Christ on the cross. We have been declared righteous before God on the basis of Christ’s 
righteousness for us. And as we have received the grace to be in the Lord, so we are kept, heart and mind, 
in the Lord. The knowledge that we are now reconciled to God through faith in Christ; that God knows 
our needs far better than we do; and that he is a gracious God who provides for every need we have in the 
best way possible, gives us peace which surpasses all understanding; it gives us reason to rejoice. 

Finally, given the reality that God is our good and gracious Father, it is easy to see how Paul can tell us (v. 
5) : Let your reasonableness [or gentleness, as it is usually translated] be known to everyone. If we have a peace 
that passes all understanding, if we worry about nothing, if we rejoice always in the Lord, if we always 
have a reason for thanksgiving, our reactions will change. We will no longer instinctively get angry, or 
argue, or stress, because we have a reasonable peace. Gentleness will become a defining trait of the family of 
God; we will no longer fly off the handle at the slightest provocation, but we will be level in our reactions, 
level in our thoughts, level in our behavior. 

3) Discipline Your Thinking (v. 8) 
Now I think we can all agree that it’s easy to feel this peace, to feel this joy, when you’re sitting and 
listening to a sermon about the objective reasons Christians have to be joyful and at peace. It’s relatively 
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easy to feel it when you’re doing nothing but listening to someone preach from the Word of God. It’s far 
more difficult to put this into practice on Wednesday morning at 10:30 when you realize you’ve forgotten 
to file a very important report, or when you get a phone call saying a loved one is in the hospital, or when 
you are treated unfairly by a neighbor or a friend. The difficulty of all this is not being convinced that it’s 
true; it’s rather maintaining this confidence throughout the week. 

And that is why Paul says what he does in v. 8-9: 8 Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, 
whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if 
there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. 9 What you have learned and received and heard 
and seen in me—practice these things, and the God of peace will be with you. 

Why is it necessary to say this? Because in the Philippians’ day as in ours, the culture sends to the 
Christian’s mind a million things to think about and contemplate that are not honorable, that are not just, 
that are not lovely or commendable. Now this is obvious, right? It’s so obvious, in fact, that we forget to 
consider it. 

Think about it—how often do you take stock of your thoughts? What is it that you spend the bulk of your 
time thinking about? Paul calls us to not only discipline the way we pray, but also the way we think. 
Remember what happened after the terrorist attacks last year? The few weeks following the events at the 
Bataclan were terrifying, and they were terrifying in large part because all of our thoughts were distracted 
by what happened: by the news coverage of the events, by the soldiers we now saw walking down the 
street, by the security checks before we walked into department stores… So what happened? The subject 
of our thinking had a massive impact on how we reacted—how we felt and how we spoke to others. It was 
difficult to speak to others in a way that manifested the hope we have in God, because we didn’t feel that 
hope; and we didn’t feel that hope because we weren’t thinking about it. How have many of us felt this 
week after the U.S. election results? To what extent were our thoughts shaped by what we read or heard 
on the news, no matter how factual the reports were? And to what extent were our reactions shaped by 
our thoughts?  

Paul is not advocating a kind of blind optimism that ignores what is actually going on in the world, but 
rather he’s encouraging us to intentionally turn our thoughts to greater truths when the world seems to be 
turning against us. Because although the difficulties of life are true, they are not ultimately true—there is a 
bigger reality going on behind the scenes. What is ultimately true is that Christ is the king of this world, 
that all things are under his feet, and that he has not lost his hand for one second: one day he will return, 
and he will renew the earth, and rid it of sin and suffering, and raise us up to live with him in glory for all 
eternity. Remember what Paul said just a few verses earlier, in 3.20-21: 20  But our citizenship is in heaven, 
and from it we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, 21 who will transform our lowly body to be like his glorious 
body, by the power that enables him even to subject all things to himself. THIS is what is true, and this is the 
truth God is calling us to discipline our minds to turn to, in suffering and in comfort.  

And he goes much farther: he goes from saying we are to think about what is true to what is pure, lovely, 
commendable, excellent, and praiseworthy. Disciplining ourselves to think about things that are true is 
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already challenging: but we are also called to think about what is good. Not only do we see the world 
through the filter of the Word of God; we pass everything through this filter—our emotions, our desires, 
our passions, our prejudices, our pleasures—EVERYTHING. How often do we think about things that 
are true, but not pure? How often do we think about things that are true, but not worthy, not useful, not 
praiseworthy? God calls us to pass every thought through this filter. 

4) Discipline Your Lives (v. 9) 
And as we practice discipline in our thoughts, we are called to practice discipline in our actions as well. 
We are called to see the world in the light of what is true, to not lost heart; and we are called to react to the 
world in the light of what is pure and lovely and commendable and excellent and praiseworthy, to not 
dishonor God before those who are desperately searching for hope in this twisted world. 9 What you have 
learned and received and heard and seen in me—practice these things, and the God of peace will be with you. 

I hope you see how all-inclusive this is. I don’t know if you’ve had this experience, but many Christians 
have compartmentalized their lives: there are certain things that they are happy to give to God, and there 
are other things that they keep for themselves. I’m willing to let God be the Lord of these five areas, but 
these things, I’m going to keep for myself. Very often Christians, without explicitly saying so, implicitly 
tell God, “I’ll let you be Lord for now, but I reserve the right to reassert authority over my life if it gets too 
hard.”  

And I’m sorry, brothers and sisters, but this is not how it works. King Jesus will not accept 70% of our 
lives; he wants it all, and he will have it all. He died to have it all. He gave us his life that we might have life 
in his name, but not life on our own terms. (And lest you start thinking that this sounds dictatorial or 
abusive, remember this: our terms are sinful. We make terrible lords; we make terrible gods. Jesus died to 
save us from our own tyranny. When he demands all of our life, all he is doing is demanding that we let 
him save us completely, that we let him be our joy in every area of our life. God’s exercising absolute 
authority over our lives is the kindest act imaginable.)  

What you have learned and received and heard and seen in me—PRACTICE these things, and the God of peace 
will be with you. That is, do not content yourselves with building solid relationships. Do not content 
yourselves with praying right prayers. Do not content yourselves with thinking right thoughts. LIVE 
RIGHT LIVES. Discipline your lives in every area, to be like Christ in every area. 

And thankfully, God leaves no Christians to fend for themselves in this regard: he works in us both to will 
and to work out our salvation (cf. 2.12-13); and he gives us models to follow: What you have learned and 
received and heard and seen in me—practice these things. Paul is a model for the Philippians, a model of 
service and godliness and humility and generosity for the gospel and confidence and joy in the midst of 
suffering; he has also set forth for them the models of Timothy and Epaphroditus. The Philippians have 
people they can look up to. And so do we. We have godly parents (if we were fortunate enough to be 
raised in such a home). And if we weren’t, we have our brothers and sisters; we have our pastors and 
teachers; we have the witness of centuries of heroes of the faith whose stories have been written down in 
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biographies. So model yourselves after these dear brothers and sisters; discipline your own lives to look like 
theirs. 

Conclusion 
As Arnaud said last week, we have been declared righteous before God, but this righteousness has not yet 
been made perfect in us; we must work for it. We must discipline ourselves in our relationships. Is there 
anyone in the church (or in the broader family of God, or both) with whom you live in dis-unity? Anyone 
whom you have a hard time liking? Anyone with whom you disagree? God is calling us to work together 
for unity in those specific relationships. I don’t know of any specific cases of disunity in our church, or else 
I would feel emboldened by this text to call you out by name. But no matter—God knows who you are, 
and he is calling you out by name. If there is anyone with whom you are not living in unity (or with 
whom you’ve never tried to build unity, because you just don’t like them very much), then go to this 
person, and seek to live in unity with one another—as Paul has so often repeated in this letter, having one 
mind and one spirit. And if you can’t do it alone, get help from an outside party—Paul invited his trusted 
companion to help Euodia and Syntyche reconcile. No matter how hard it is, and no matter how long it 
takes, do it; work at it; discipline the unity of each relationship you have in the family of God. 

Secondly, God is calling us to discipline ourselves in our prayers. As we pray to God, let us come to God 
in the light of who he is, and of who we are in him. He invites us to honestly express our concerns and 
our needs to him, but to do so knowing full well that he can answer our prayers, and that if he doesn’t, it’s 
because he has something better for us. Let us pray in the fullness of what we know about him and how he 
relates to us: do not be anxious 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. 

God is calling us to discipline ourselves in in our thoughts and in our actions. Finally, brothers, whatever is 
true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if 
there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. Pay close attention to 
what you think about, and to what influences your thoughts. Don’t let your thoughts be influenced by 
what the world says about the state of things, but rather by what God says. Don’t let your attitudes be 
shaped by the fatalism of the media, or the egocentricity of popular culture, but rather by what God says 
about himself, and about you, and those around you.  

What you have learned and received and heard and seen in me—practice these things, and the God of peace will 
be with you. It is not enough to know the right things and think the right things if those things never 
work themselves out in our lives. So let us fix our eyes on the truth of the gospel; let us fix our eyes on the 
models he has given us in the apostles (and in one another). And let us help one another shoulder the 
burden—let us walk in holiness, run the race, together, with a full assurance that we will get there.


