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True Joy

Introduction to Philippians 

View this devotion on Youtube 

What truly makes you happy? What makes you want to jump for joy, laugh and cry tears of happiness? When the first welcome raindrops fall onto the parched earth after a drought, it's not just the farmer who dances in the rain. Everything is bursting with joy - the buck, the calves that leap about playfully. It's as if the veld is giving a standing ovation! A girl who has just gotten engaged to the man of her dreams becomes overwhelmed with joy and all her friends giggle, chat and jump up and down. 

Happiness means different things to different people. Is it a braai evening with your buddies, where you party till dawn? Or perhaps a night in the bush alongside a campfire, listening excitedly to the lions roaring nearby? Such an experience makes my soul happy! For someone else, it's the thrill of a new car, especially if it's a roaring four-by-four with all the latest gadgets that can take you from Cape Town to Cairo without missing a beat! 

Happiness depends on the things around you and your circumstances. However, when a crisis hits, you're left feeling down and out. If your team loses the game, you trudge home and blame the referee! If the bank repossesses your four-by-four because you can't pay anymore, it feels like the end of the world. If your friends "drop" you on your special occasion despite all the effort you put in, you're left feeling defeated. 

There is a huge difference between happiness and joy. Happiness is a superficial emotion determined by circumstances. True joy, however, has depth with roots that stretch all the way to Timbuktu. When Paul writes in Philippians 4:4, "Rejoice always in the Lord," it means that the radiant joy he's talking about isn't dependent on any circumstances. 

The big difference is that joy isn't based on fleeting, unstable worldly things but on God's unchanging, unwavering love. The foundation of joy is laid on the knowledge that God is with us, even through the biggest crises in your life. It's the kind of joy that Habakkuk writes about when he says, even if everything goes wrong in life, he will still rejoice in the Lord! 

Paul wrote this letter of joy to a church in the city of Philippi in Macedonia. They had a special place in Paul's heart. In Philippians 4:1, he writes to the church, "I have you in my heart, and I long to see you. You are my joy and my crown." 

If there was one man in life who had every reason not to feel happy, it was Paul. He had faced every kind of setback imaginable! It started when he came to faith and all his old friends rejected him. The believers also didn't want anything to do with him because they still remembered how he had persecuted them! On his missionary journeys, he was frequently ousted from synagogues. Like a criminal, he was often chased out of cities and a mob even tried to stone him to death! His ship sank several times and he spent many years in prison. When Paul wrote this letter, he was in prison in Rome. 

Despite all these things, Paul is bursting with joy. Even when he and Silas were beaten and chained in a stinking prison cell in Philippi, they sang joyful hymns instead of complaining about their horrific circumstances! 

From Paul, we can learn that despite our circumstances, we can always rejoice in the Lord. We can learn that happiness can make way for true joy, because it's undying. 

Paul's relationship with the church in Philippi began when he had a dream in which someone begged him to come and help them in Macedonia. He hastened to Philippi and Lydia came to faith under his preaching and the church grew around her. It was the same town where he and Silas were later imprisoned. Read the exciting story of Acts 16, including the earthquake and how the jailer came to faith! 

Today, you and I can learn from this wonderful letter of Paul that we can experience peace, joy, and complete emotional rest, no matter what happens to us. It's only possible if you're in a personal relationship with Jesus and don't rely on your own strength but on the power the Holy Spirit gives you. We learn that true joy isn't dependent on circumstances but is generated by Jesus' unwavering love. 

Prayer: 

Lord, I praise and thank you this morning that you are the joy in my life! 
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Slave for Jesus

Philippians 1:1-2 

View this devotion on Youtube 

At first glance, there's nothing remarkable about the introduction of Paul's letter to the church in Philippi. However, if you dig a bit deeper, there are many interesting nuances that will make you think deeply....... 

In most of Paul's letters, he introduces himself as "Apostle of Christ Jesus." But he had a very good relationship with this church and they had probably already given full recognition to his "apostleship," so it wasn't necessary for him to mention it again. In the Philippians' letter he says the letter is from "Paul and Timothy" and that they are "servants of Christ Jesus." In the original Greek, it literally says they are slaves of Jesus. 

Why would they see themselves as slaves? Today, we associate slavery with a very negative connotation, especially when we think about the cruel way slaves were treated in colonial times and possibly even worse in the time when Paul lived. Even today, in modern times, human trafficking is a harsh reality and drugs are often used to control slaves. That's probably why we prefer to translate the word with "servant" to give it a softer meaning. But the full meaning of what Paul is trying to say gets lost in translation. 

What did it really mean to be a slave? In the first place, it meant you were bought and thus became your owner's property with which they could basically do as they pleased. In a certain sense, it was negative because a bad owner could make life unbearable for their slave. But it also had a very positive connotation, because an owner who cared would treat their slave well. Then the slave was often much better off than they were before they became a slave! 

In Paul's time, slaves were a very common thing and almost every household had a slave or two. A good slave would cost a lot of money and the owner would make sure they stayed in top condition so they could be very useful. Of course, there were expectations of what a slave should do without being paid or compensated in any way. The only "compensation" a slave could hope for was the protection and care of their owner. 

A slave was expected to give his best at all times. Some slaves performed so well in their service that they reached very high positions in the household. This was especially true in wealthy households where good slaves could earn great respect. An example of this is the story of Joseph, who as a slave performed so well that he eventually became the prime minister of Egypt, a position that only the Pharaoh himself could surpass. 

In this light, being a "slave of Jesus" is not such a bad option after all. What does it mean for me? In the first place, my "Owner" is the highest authority possible, the very best "Owner" any slave could hope for. I'm definitely much better off as a slave of Jesus than I was before. Back then, I had to try to take care of myself and work out my own salvation, which was hopeless because I couldn't even come close to meeting the requirements. As Jesus' property, there are so many benefits that I can't even count them all! Yes, I don't receive a "salary" now, but who wants payment when you can share in all the riches of Jesus' "household"? And then there's the protection I receive because I'm part of His household. The "security system" is phenomenal! I mean, there are huge names like the angels Gabriel and Michael who are part of the "security forces". 

But as a slave, aren't you expected to work too? Don't you have to do your part? The wonderful thing about being a slave for Jesus is that He doesn't force any of His slaves to work, and if you don't do your part, you're not punished either. But with so many benefits - what slave wouldn't want to do what their Master asks willingly? Working for Him, however, is not always easy. It can be very hard and difficult work. But because it's voluntary, you do it because you want to, not out of compulsion. Moreover, the purpose of the work you do for this Master is very noble. One of the greatest tasks is to recruit other "slaves" for Him. Isn't it wonderful that you can tell someone else who's struggling to find their own way to heaven that there's a much easier way to get eternal life? Just join Jesus' "slave corps" and you'll have eternal life here and now. 

Prayer: 

Lord, thank you for the wonderful privilege of being your slave! 


3 

I Thank the Lord for You

Philippians 1:3-6 

View this devotion on Youtube 

What a wonderful thing to say to anyone: "I thank my God every time I think of you." Wow! And that's exactly what Paul says to the church in Philippi! If someone says that to me, I feel small and humility washes over me and I wonder what I could have done to deserve such beautiful words. 

But there were many good reasons for Paul to express such sentiments about this church. Firstly, they were invaluable to him because things were happening. They didn't just sit back and ride the gravy train of God's grace; they worked together and in any church, that is of great value. But it went beyond just the church. It was about the greater cause of the Gospel of Jesus Christ! 

Something that makes me feel very uncomfortable is when people praise and thank me, especially when I've done something good in the church. For me, it feels like I've just done what I was supposed to do and I've tried my best to make it a success. For example: The Lord has given me a talent to sing and I try to use it. If I sing on a Sunday morning as lead singer in church and someone tells me afterwards how beautiful I sang, I feel embarrassed. For a professional singer it's their life and the applause drives them to greater heights. For someone who's just living out their talent to the glory of the Lord, it's different. When I sing, I give my best because I want to touch people's hearts and at the same time sing my best song to the Lord. It's like praying: I don't pray to impress people but to talk to Him and praise Him. 

If someone thus says to me that they thank the Lord for the talent He gave me and that He used me in a special way that day, then I can say "Amen!" with them because I don't praise myself. I give all the glory to the One who used me as His instrument to touch people's hearts. 

But there's another thing I see in Paul's writing that I'm passionate about talking about: In verse 4, Paul is grateful because this church worked together to proclaim the Gospel, right from day one! This is something that's very close to my heart, that we must move away from the idea that it's the pastor's job to proclaim the Gospel. This is primarily the task of ordinary church members! In Acts 8, we read about the terrible persecution of believers right after Stephen was stoned. We see how the believers fled from Jerusalem to Judea and Samaria. And then we read the wonderful thing in verse 4: "Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went." (Acts 8:4). It wasn't the apostles; they stayed in Jerusalem. It was the ordinary believers who spread the Word and history teaches us that the growth in numbers was phenomenal. 

In Philippi, everything started again with a woman who listened to Paul and came to faith. Her name was Lydia and she traded in purple cloth. Her house later became the centre of the believers' activities. Read this wonderful story in Acts 16. From what we read, we can only assume that this handful of believers themselves were responsible for spreading the Gospel until a church eventually flourished, a church that Paul could be very grateful for and praise the Lord for. 

The time has come for us ordinary believers to rise up from our comfort zones and do what the Lord is asking of us. It's not the pastor's job to spread the Gospel; it's ours! I want to call on each one who reads this devotional today to go and talk to your pastor or church council so that our churches can be mobilized again. According to statistics, Britain will become a Muslim state in a few years, and France is also quickly heading in that direction. Why? Because we Christians have become too complacent and want to leave everything to the pastors. And I see that South Africa is following the same path if we don't wake up and start doing what the first churches did! 

Let's start with you and me. We can start by going to talk to just one lost soul. The snowball effect of such a small, insignificant action can, within a single year, turn into an avalanche of faith that cannot be stopped. 

Prayer: 

Lord, I pray this morning for people who are willing to stand up for You and not be afraid to spread the Gospel! 

 


4 

Oh, the Yearning!

Philippians 1:3-8 

View this devotion on Youtube 

Yearning for someone is a wonderful thing! It gives you an indescribable sense of connection to someone who may be very far away. In your thoughts, it brings that person right up to you, close to your heart. I remember my first deep sense of longing as if it happened yesterday. It was over fifty years ago and I was undergoing military training. Six hundred kilometres away, the love of my life was waiting for me. Despite the dusty plains, the shouting officers, sleeping on hard ground and the terrible military food, life was beautiful - very beautiful - because back home was the most wonderful girl in the entire world and she was in my thoughts every single moment! 

Every morning, a guy would drive to Potchefstroom to collect the post. As the dust from his Jeep rose in the distance, I’d already be jumping up and down with excitement because who knows - maybe, just maybe, there was a letter for me! That letter would first be smelled to soak in the delightful scent of her perfume lingering on the paper. Every word, lovingly written, seemed to carry her essence. The letter would be read over and over again, each thought savoured. In my imagination, I would wrap her tenderly in my arms.

Oh, the sweet, nostalgic longing...

Paul found himself in a similar situation when he wrote to his beloved congregation in Philippi. He was trapped in a hopeless situation, under house arrest, unable to set foot outside the four walls of his prison. How he longed to be with those dear believers, to speak to them personally, to experience their love in person. But he was powerless, confined. All he had left was longing - and how deeply he cherished it! Though they were far away, they were still a part of his life - not only in his thoughts but also through the wonderful things they shared. “You share in the grace God has given me,” he writes tenderly to them. What a beautiful thing it is to share with one another!

Yet, the situation wasn’t entirely hopeless, despite how it might have seemed. One thing made everything possible and worthwhile: the love of Christ Jesus in Paul’s heart. Without that, all would have been hopelessly lost and meaningless. Jesus is the One who makes all the difference in life.

Paul’s circumstances were bleak. Although he wasn’t in a cell but under house arrest, the outlook wasn’t promising. He surely sensed where things were heading. Indeed, he was later imprisoned in harsher conditions and eventually executed. Yet, Paul remained jubilant. Why? Not only did the love of Jesus in his heart give him this bubbling joy, but the people he cared so deeply about hadn’t forgotten him. Moreover, reports about them showed that they hadn’t forgotten the truths he had taught them either. They were living them out fully and because of this, Paul could rejoice and thank God for them!

One thing is clear: the Philippian church’s success wasn’t due to their own goodness, hard work or faithfulness, but to God. In verse 6, Paul emphasises that it is God who began the good work in them and He will carry it through to completion.

Today, we marvel at the Philippian church, but that isn’t the point of this passage. The real goal is to touch our own hearts, to encourage and inspire us. The truth is that God has already begun His work in us long ago - on the day Jesus died on the cross and paid for our sins. But the visible beginning of His work in us was the day the Holy Spirit came to dwell within us, radically transforming our lives. This was not a one-time change; it is a transformation that must continue every day, helping us grow spiritually more mature.

Often, it might feel as if there’s no progress in your spiritual growth. Just hold on! Don’t give up! God will complete what He started. This doesn’t mean we can sit back and hope for the best. On the contrary, it means we must actively work on our faith. Our goal should be to draw closer and closer to God. If we are willing to do our part, God is more than willing to do His, pouring out blessings abundantly over our lives! 

When we truly grasp these thoughts, an unquenchable, jubilant, bubbling joy will awaken within us, enabling us to rejoice and sing, even in the most hopeless situations! After all, Habakkuk said it best: even if everything goes wrong, “yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will be joyful in God my Saviour” (Habakkuk 3:18).

Prayer:

Lord, please make that bubbling, jubilant joy a reality in my life! 
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Elephants by the River 

Philippians 1:9-12

View this devotion on Youtube 

The Bush was particularly dry that year. It was September 2009 and the spring rains had failed to arrive. 

The animals were struggling terribly; there was no food in the veld. All day long, animals would come begging for food at the house. Guinea fowl, warthogs, kudus, francolins and more warthogs lined up for a snack. A few scruffy mongooses had taken up permanent residence under the tangled vines of a raisin bush and the moment a maize kernel hit the dusty ground, they darted in like lightning to snatch it away from the hungry guinea fowl and francolins. Such grateful creatures, these warthogs! They even knelt on their knees to show how thankful they were for the food....... 

Dear friends were visiting us in the bush for the weekend. Late in the afternoon, we took a drive along the Crocodile River. We were not disappointed; as far as the eye could see, elephants were grazing in the riverbed - literally hundreds of them. With greenery scarce in the veld, this abundance of reeds in the river was a welcome feast for the big-footed giants. You could hear the snapping of the reeds as they devoured them and every now and then someone would splash through the water.

We noticed that more than one herd of elephants had gathered here. They were grazing in groups of ten or twenty. Suddenly, an old Matriarch decided it was time for her herd to leave. She made a sound, completely inaudible to the human ear and like clockwork, every member of her group abandoned whatever they were doing to follow her up the steep riverbank.

When the last elephant disappeared over the ridge, a terrible commotion erupted downstream - a panicked elephant trumpeting in distress. There was a deafening racket of rumbling, snapping and splashing as the creature came charging through. The other elephants, however, remained calm, grazing unbothered by the noise. Then, out of the reeds burst the trumpeting, thundering figure with ears spread wide like satellite dishes. He would pause, raising his trunk to the air, sniffing anxiously before barreling forward with renewed urgency.

It was immediately clear to me that this was a young bull. We speculated aloud about his bizarre behaviour. Then we noticed that each time he paused to sniff the air, it seemed to help him regain his bearings. It was as if he were following the trail of the herd that had disappeared over the horizon.

I could only guess what had happened: clearly, he’d been daydreaming when Mother gave the command to leave. Perhaps he’d been admiring the lovely young females among the reeds! And by the time he snapped out of it, his entire family had vanished! 

To make matters worse, at that exact moment he locked eyes with a group of human faces staring wide-eyed at him through the fence, laughing at his plight. The poor fellow became even more distressed. He trumpeted, “Mom! Mommy!” but she was gone and these people were mocking him! He splashed, deeply hurt, across the crocodile-infested river and finally scrambled up the bank in a cloud of dust, disappearing over the ridge, still crying after his mother! 

Meanwhile, our friend Marius spotted three elephants standing behind a bush near the fence. The two of us decided to get closer for some proper photos of these magnificent creatures. We were barely twenty paces away from the elephants, separated only by a flimsy piece of barbed wire. While we were admiring them, they suddenly became aware of our presence. The two cows bolted in alarm. The bull stayed behind and it seemed as though he were saying to them, “You two hide - I’ll deal with these intruders!”

He looked me straight in the eye. I became incredibly uneasy. A fierce frown appeared on his forehead and I could almost hear him saying, “I don’t like you!” He flapped his ears aggressively in a mock charge. I was scared out of my wits. Suddenly, I realized I had intruded upon the peace of a family that was simply minding its own business. In a panicked hurry, Marius and I beat a hasty retreat....... 

That evening around the campfire, we replayed our encounter with the old bull.

I became acutely aware of how insensitive and thoughtless my behaviour had been. From the elephants, we can learn about the strength of family bonds. My lack of sensitivity had caused them unnecessary disturbance. The Apostle Paul wrote to the Philippians about the importance of cultivating a sense of empathy. We must have understanding for one another, and love should always be the hallmark of our lives.

It’s so easy to find yourself acting insensitively toward others. Sometimes, through careless words we can even tear families apart or deeply hurt someone. I am often guilty of this myself and later regret saying something thoughtless to or about someone! 

Be sensitive, for in doing so you also maintain the right relationship with the Lord.

Prayer:

Lord, please make me sensitive and set a guard over my mouth! 

 

 


6 

Coincidence? 

Philippians 1:12-14

View this devotion on Youtube 

Amazed, we often say, “It’s just as well that things turned out the way they did, isn’t it?” Or, “You know, it’s so coincidental that I happened to be in the right place at the right time!” Sometimes we might even complain about how misfortune cruelly struck us by chance! 

No, I think we as believers must once and for all banish the thought - planted by the devil in our minds - that things just happen by chance! There is no such thing as coincidence or “fate”! 

Paul is one man who certainly could have complained about the misfortunes that befell him. His ministry to the Gentiles was going so well, yet he was captured by his own people and thrown into prison. Not a single word of complaint however, crossed his lips.

Perhaps I should remind you how Paul ended up in prison. During a visit to Jerusalem, a group of fanatic Jews had him arrested, accusing him of breaking certain religious laws. They wanted him dead! Seeing where things were headed, Paul insisted on being tried before Caesar. The Romans, who upheld religious freedom, found him guilty of no crime according to their laws. This led to a long imprisonment, including a ship voyage from Jerusalem to Rome under heavy guard for his trial. The ship was wrecked in a fierce storm but despite all the setbacks, Paul eventually arrived in Rome. There he was placed under house arrest until his trial could take place.

Because the Romans believed him innocent, Paul was granted a certain degree of freedom during this time. He could receive visitors and freely write letters. Later, circumstances took a much darker turn, but that is not the focus here.

Paul had always dreamed of preaching the gospel in the great city of Rome. Doing so from imprisonment was not exactly what he had envisioned, but at least he was in Rome and determined to make the most of it! Paul did not sit around brooding over his imprisonment. In Philippians 1:12, he writes, “Brothers and sisters, I want you to know that what has happened to me has actually served to advance the gospel.”

Could it have been mere coincidence that Paul was given the opportunity to share the gospel with the soldiers guarding him? Absolutely not! God had planned it that way! Paul seized the opportunity with both hands. Not only were individual soldiers touched but the entire imperial guard was influenced. These hardened soldiers, trained in discipline and forbidden to be swayed by ideological ideas - especially from prisoners - were profoundly impacted by the gospel Paul proclaimed.

If Paul had simply arrived in Rome as a preacher, he would never have had this extraordinary opportunity. But because he was in constant contact with these men, he could share the gospel with them. This influence extended further: Paul’s boldness in prison inspired other believers to realise that something as trivial as a prison sentence should not deter them from spreading the Word. It gave them the courage to proclaim the gospel in all circumstances!

We are often so afraid of stepping on someone’s toes when talking about Jesus, worried we might offend or hurt someone’s feelings. More likely, we fear being rejected, laughed at, or mocked. Paul on the other hand, risked being struck by a soldier for daring to speak about religion. Under Nero’s rule, mentioning Jesus’ name could lead to being thrown to the lions! Yet Paul and his fellow believers pressed on fearlessly.

What has made us so timid today? Yes, there are still believers willing to share the gospel at any cost, but they are few and far between! Let us also learn from Paul, just as the believers of his time did and become bold and fearless! We must realise that the Lord has placed us in specific situations for a great purpose. That purpose might be to proclaim the gospel to people who often do not want to hear it. It might cost us dearly. We might even become the laughing stock of others. But in the end, it will all be more than worth it!

Incidentally, it was precisely because of Paul’s imprisonment that we are able to read his wonderful letters today. Being confined forced him to write many letters to the people and churches he could no longer visit in person. Had he not been imprisoned, we would be spiritually much poorer today!

Prayer:

Lord, thank You for the situation I find myself in today. Give me the courage to stand up for You! 
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Forget Your Differences 

Philippians 1:15-18

View this devotion on Youtube 

It happened many years ago when I was just a young guy working in Durban’s city centre for a few months. Every lunchtime, I would walk through the city, marvelling at the beautiful things displayed in the shop windows. 

On one of these walks, I heard a man talking passionately and fervently, his voice rising above the noise of the busy city streets. Curious, I followed the sound. On the street corner I saw him - a street preacher. His clothes had certainly seen better days and the Bible in his one hand was battered. With the other hand, he gestured dramatically as he spoke. “Repent!” his voice echoed through the busy streets. “Jesus loves you!” A few curious onlookers stopped to listen to his urgent message but most people hurried past, pretending not to hear him at all! 

I nearly burst out laughing. “Does he really think he’s going to achieve anything?” I shook my head with pity and walked on, thinking, “What a spectacle he’s making of himself!”

Much later however, I reflected on the incident. I concluded that if that street preacher had won even one single soul for Jesus with his preaching, it was more than most of us believers ever do! Today I feel ashamed that I treated the man with such disrespect. He was simply doing what he believed was right! 

I’ve often heard preachers criticize the sermons or methods of other preachers, usually from a different denomination. Often, they’re accused of using methods that are far from proper. “That’s not how one should preach!” they claim. Preachers often differ in style, but anyone who wants to criticize their fellow preacher should take a moment to consider what Paul says.

Paul was likely the most selfless preacher ever. He understood that not all preachers’ motives were pure and that some were simply trying to make a name for themselves. Yet they still preached the Gospel - even in their weakness! And that was what truly mattered. Some of these preachers were jealous of Paul’s remarkable successes. They mercilessly criticized him and made his time in prison even more difficult. But Paul wasn’t shaken by their hostility. His response was simply, that as long as they were preaching Christ, he was content. In Philippians 1:18, he writes, “But what does it matter? The important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached. And because of this, I rejoice.”

Paul wanted to emphasize that the Lord can use even a crooked stick to make a straight stroke!

We must commit ourselves to discernment and continuously ask the Holy Spirit for wisdom and understanding. We need to recognize when someone is spreading false teachings - the Bible warns us about this in many places! However, that’s not the issue here. This is about different methods of sharing the Gospel and we are called to be tolerant of one another in this regard.

A few years ago, all the Christian churches in Ballito came together to stage a production of the well-known play Heaven’s Gates & Hell’s Flames. It’s a powerful production aimed at sharing the Gospel with unbelievers. This was a massive project for us, involving hundreds of believers from diverse worship styles. For two weeks, we worked side by side. 

As a staunch member of the Dutch Reformed Church, raised in the strict Reformed tradition, this experience was a massive culture shock for me. For the first time in my life, I was confronted with practices I’d only vaguely heard of and had previously condemned. The comforting part was that our own pastor was fully involved and seemed completely unbothered by these differences. This reassured me and soon I became one with the mass of believers who shared a single goal: to share Jesus’ salvation with the thousands of unbelievers in the Ballito area.

The result of this collaboration between complete opposites was a packed hall every night, with curious people standing outside by the windows, peeking in because there wasn’t enough space inside. A large number of people gave their hearts to Jesus during those two weeks.

We were willing to set aside our differences and the Holy Spirit did the rest. When we decide to unconditionally accept one another and make the Gospel our top priority, we give God the opportunity to work in His full power through us. Let’s do it!

Prayer:

Lord, this morning I must confess that I often criticize other churches and preachers. Help me to let go of these differences, to work together, and to glorify Your name! 


8 

Joy in Life 

Philippians 1:18-26

View this devotion on Youtube 

During the past year, we have repeatedly had to say goodbye to dear friends who left deep footprints in society and in my own life. Losing such a person feels like bidding farewell to a loved one emigrating to New Zealand. You are heartbroken because you know it might be years before you see them again, but you grant them the opportunity of their new life overseas. Similarly, when someone passes away, we say goodbye with mixed emotions. On the one hand, you are deeply saddened because that friend is no longer by your side, no longer a physical part of your life. On the other hand, you must acknowledge that they are now with Jesus and they would never, ever want to return to this imperfect world of ours, even if there were still many things they wanted to do before their departure. 

For a believer who passes away, it’s like what I experience every time I go on holiday. I work tirelessly to get everything done before I leave, wishing I had a little more time to finish even more, as there’s always so much to do! Then, when I finally hit the road, it feels like a great weight lifts off my shoulders – I’m going on holiday! And suddenly, I forget about all the things I didn’t manage to finish...... 

Paul describes this inner conflict in Philippians 1:23-24 beautifully. On the one hand, he speaks of the great longing that burns within him to be with Jesus, writing, “for that is far better.” But on the other hand, he clings to his earthly life, saying, “it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body!”

I think it must be dreadful to live under the dark cloud of the belief that there is no eternal life! The Sadducees of old believed that when your life on earth ends, everything ends. Today there are still many who believe the same. They live their lives to the fullest because, in their view, when it’s over, it’s the end. Then there are others who live recklessly and completely godlessly. A prime example is one of our notorious comedians, known for his vulgar language. He openly declares his doubts about the reality of heaven, saying he would prefer hell over heaven! How arrogant, careless, blasphemous, pitiful and utterly ignorant can one be!

How refreshingly different is Paul when he writes to the church in Philippi in Philippians 1:21: “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.”

Here, Paul touches on two vitally important concepts, ideas that should balance a believer’s life scale. On one side of the scale is the wonderful truth of eternal life. Not only does eternal life mean that one day, when you die, you will be with Jesus, sharing in the breathtaking beauty of heaven and God’s presence. It also means that here and now on earth, you begin to experience that eternal life when you come to know God’s immense love and grace! Indeed, one feels this profoundly when saying goodbye to a loved one, experiencing the comfort and closeness of the Father.

On the other side of the scale lies the thought of your daily life on earth. “For to me, to live is Christ,” Paul’s words echoes. He casually mentions his “fruitful labour” in verse 22. Once you experience the wondrous grace of God’s redemption, it would be utterly unnatural to sit idly by, waiting for eternal life to begin. The natural response is to join hands with fellow-believers, shoulder the Kingdom’s work and start making a difference. The incredible thing about this labour is that it’s not like the monotonous daily grind; it’s joyful, exciting work! The results can bring unparalleled joy to other people’s lives. Have you ever experienced the joy of seeing someone’s life transformed when they meet Jesus? It might even bring yóú more joy than it brings them!

When we read this letter from Paul, we see a bubbling joy. It cannot be otherwise, because the joy Paul brought into so many other lives must have been an indescribable experience for him as well! 

What motivates me to “sacrifice” my time each morning to write a devotional and make a video of it? Is it out of a sense of duty? No, absolutely not! For me, it is the most delightful experience and the mere thought that it might mean something to someone makes every devotional a thrilling adventure. Your work in the Kingdom can also be a “WOW!” experience. It’s what you make of it!

Prayer:

Lord, how wonderful it is to be a co-worker in Your Kingdom – thank You for the glorious privilege to be part of it! 
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Hardship Breeds Strength 

Philippians 1:27-30

View this devotion on Youtube 

It’s October 2009. I can’t remember the last time I saw the Kruger National Park so dry. In the Crocodile Bridge area, there isn’t a single blade of grass - only bare red earth. Many of the waterholes have completely dried up. Yet, the area is teeming with wildlife! What they are eating is a mystery, as there’s absolutely nothing to nibble on. You can also see that they are struggling as they are terribly thin and it’s clear that many won’t survive the drought! 

As we drive through this region, Mosbolletjie sighs with pity for the animals. What one doesn’t realise, however, is that a drought is a natural process of refinement. Animals of weaker condition won’t survive, and only the strongest and most resourceful will make it through. This is nature’s way of ensuring that only the best and strongest genes are passed on to future generations, while weaker genes are eliminated in the process. In other words, it creates herds that are strong in every way.

But nature uses other hardships to produce resilient species. One example is the struggle of a small tree to survive. As soon as its little leaves unfurl, a kudu comes along and nibbles it down to a stump. It takes years for the tree to grow beyond the reach of these destructive animals. By that time, however, it has developed a strong root system and can survive almost any disaster. 

You can clearly see what happens to animals that aren’t exposed to this kind of stress. Animals pampered in zoos are visibly weaker and more lethargic. Similarly, wild trees that are sheltered and nurtured in gardens simply don’t have the resilience and strength of untamed trees in the wild.

The same is true for our faith. A person who never experiences hardship may appear to have a beautiful faith, but the first setback can cause their faith to waver significantly. Hardship strengthens faith. If you’re never confronted with challenges to your beliefs, you might simply assume that all is well. But when someone attacks your faith convictions, you’re forced to think deeply and respond. As a result, you have to ensure you understand why you believe what you believe and seek answers in the Bible. Not only does this equip you with knowledge, but it also strengthens your own faith as you come to understand its foundation.

Some time ago, I was cornered into a discussion with Jehovah’s Witnesses. I had to thoroughly research what they believe about certain issues and what the Bible says. For me, it was an enriching experience, even though I couldn’t convince them! Then again, they couldn’t convince me either!

It’s not just confrontation that builds faith. Persecution because of your faith draws you closer to the Lord and makes you fight for your beliefs. A good example is the campaign launched by the Free Thinkers movement to pressure schools into stopping religious education. Suddenly, people everywhere woke up and began to support these schools. The Free Thinkers (an atheist movement) ended up facing much more opposition than they expected! Not only did they encounter believers whose faith was strengthened through persecution, but they also faced unity among Christians. Paul describes this powerful action in Philippians 1:27: “striving together as one for the faith of the gospel.”

In Philippians 1:29, Paul says you should actually rejoice when you experience hardship. “For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe in Him but also to suffer for Him.” Did you read that carefully? It’s a privilege to suffer for Jesus! If everything in your life is going well, you should start to worry, because hardship is part of a believer’s journey. It’s like the hours of gruelling training that are part of an athlete’s life. Without the struggle they will never succeed, but it’s precisely the hardship that propels them to greatness. 

I can testify to this in my own life: it’s not easy to wake up before dawn every day, drag myself out of bed and dedicate myself to the Lord’s work. It requires discipline because sometimes you just want to sleep in. However, it has brought a depth to my spiritual life that I wouldn’t trade for anything. Every day I learn something new and gain insights I never had before.

I highly recommend that instead of simply reading a devotional for your quiet time, you write your own. Take a Scripture passage, read it prayerfully and then write down what the Holy Spirit reveals to you through it. This will give you a completely new perspective on your quiet time. Give it a try!

Prayer:

Lord, thank You for the hardships in my life. Thank You for counting me worthy to suffer for You and for using those struggles to build my faith! 
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Unity

Philippians 2:1-4 

View this devotion on Youtube 

Unity is one of the most important concepts in a believer's vocabulary. Without it, it would be incredibly difficult for a congregation to survive. History has proven this time and again, with countless examples of congregations falling apart due to a lack of unity. It is truly heartbreaking! 

We can learn from nature about how unity works. A few devotions ago, we marvelled again at how wonderfully a herd of elephants functions, and we believers can undoubtedly take lessons from them! I shared a story about a herd of elephants grazing in the riverbed among the reeds. Suddenly, the matriarch decided it was time to head home. The entire herd responded immediately, without resistance, leaving everything to follow her! 

Have you ever observed the interactions within a pack of wild dogs? Their care for one another especially for the young is astounding! They constantly help one another, and everyone plays a role in raising the pups. Unity at its best! 

This doesn’t mean a congregation should simply obey every instruction from the pastor, but rather that there should be a close bond among the members. The question is, what forges this bond? Paul identifies four essential elements: 

Comfort in Christ: This is the most crucial element because it defines us as believers. You cannot be a believer if Jesus doesn’t hold a place in your life. He is the central point of any congregation, and absolutely everything that happens in a church must revolve around Him. When other things become more important than Jesus, a congregation begins to fracture. When a particular doctrine, property, ideology, or similar issue dominates the agenda, it can create tension and division, shattering unity. Keep Jesus at the forefront and unity can almost be guaranteed. 

Love: This can manifest in many ways, but it’s vital to remember that it must be a love born from Christ, not just humanitarian goodwill. This love should particularly show itself in genuine care within the close circle of the church family. When believers truly love one another, there will be no gossip or slander and members will genuinely care for one another’s well-being. In our congregation, we always share coffee and fellowship after the service, creating a warm and loving bond that strengthens our ties. I look forward to this time of connection every Sunday morning! 

Fellowship through the Spirit: The Holy Spirit must play a prominent role in any believer's life. Sin, however, can prevent you from making room for the Spirit. When you understand that the work of the Holy Spirit inspires you to be an integral and active part of a congregation, you’ll see why some people drift away. The more you commit to daily repentance, the more room you make for the Holy Spirit in your life and the more you will experience true fellowship with other believers. This naturally fosters unity. 

Compassion and empathy: When the first three elements - comfort in Christ, love and fellowship through the Spirit - are combined, the natural outcome is genuine care for one another and a deep concern for each other’s burdens. I see this repeatedly when someone in our congregation loses a loved one. In no time, a group of people comes together to support that person, bringing meals to ease their burden and offering comfort and assistance. Sometimes, simply being there to listen is enough. 

However, it is crucial that your attitude is right; otherwise, all these efforts mean nothing. If you participate merely for recognition or out of a sense of obligation, you’ve entirely missed the point. This is about Christ, your fellow-believers and placing your own interests last. If you’re seeking accolades, you’re in the wrong place! You’ll find that in politics or on a stage. Humility, deeply rooted in your heart is a key requirement for fostering true unity within a congregation. This is especially true for those in leadership positions. It’s not easy - it requires tremendous self-denial to be a truly humble leader and not just a “boss!” 

Prayer:

Lord, I fall so far short - please grant me humility, true love and care in my heart! 
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Humility and Sacrifice 

Philippians 2:5-11

View this devotion on Youtube 

How many times in your life have you heard or read about Jesus’ atonement? 

“It’s old news,” you might easily say. “I’ve heard it hundreds of times before!” Yes, it may seem like “old news,” but I don’t think we can ever be reminded of it enough. Every time you hear it, it is fresh and new again. That’s why Paul emphasized it in every letter he wrote and often repeated it several times in the same letter. Indeed, it is the most important message humanity has ever received in its history. 

When we reflect on Jesus’ thirty-three years as a man, two things immediately stand out. The first is the immense sacrifices He made, and the second is His indescribable humility. He, the Almighty God, made the sacrifice to live as an ordinary human here on earth among us for a time.

Can you imagine King Charles giving up the luxury of Buckingham Palace to live for a while in one of our informal settlements under appalling conditions? It’s almost laughable! No electricity, no running water, not even a toilet. The roof and walls leak like a sieve, and there’s absolutely no privacy. You can’t even be sure of your safety. His Royal Highness wouldn’t last five minutes there!

For Jesus, it must have been infinitely worse. To exchange the indescribable beauty and holiness of heaven for a filthy stable filled with stinking animals in a world dominated by sin must have been a tremendous sacrifice! On top of that, He was persecuted from the very start. His mere presence as a baby caused a massacre when Herod ordered all the baby boys to be slaughtered in an attempt to eliminate Him. Humanly speaking, He could have decided to return to heaven right then and leave these ungrateful people to their fate! Nobody appreciated Him. But He chose to walk the full path of atonement, no matter what it would cost.

Jesus could easily have spent His time here as a king living in a luxurious palace, receiving honour and adoration from the people. It was entirely within His power to establish the greatest earthly kingdom of all time and live in splendour. Yet He chose the path of simplicity and humility. Paul says in verse 7 that He took on the form of a servant. Yes, Jesus worked like a servant without receiving any compensation for it.

What did a typical day in Jesus’ life look like? He and His disciples often slept somewhere in the veldt on the hard ground. Barely had the sun risen when people started seeking Him out - desperate people with all sorts of ailments, because He could heal them. An hour or two later, thousands of people would gather around Him, each seeking His personal attention. It must have been exhausting! In between, He had to find time to preach to these people because healing them without explaining the purpose of it all would make no sense.

And then there were the ever-present Pharisees and scribes constantly watching to trap Him and make His life miserable. When the sun set, He would have to find yet another place to sleep in the dust on the hard ground, as there often was no other accommodation available.

Jesus didn’t hesitate to associate with the outcasts, even dining with despised tax collectors and sinners. He was willing to speak with disreputable Samaritans, even those with a shady past, ruining His reputation as a Jew in the process.

And that doesn’t even touch on the terrible suffering He endured in the end.

Jesus would never expect you or me to walk the same path He did - it’s humanly impossible! However, He does ask us to incorporate just a small part of it into our lives: a little sacrifice for the sake of others. You can only do this if there is love in your heart - a small measure of the immense love He demonstrated for us. At the same time, He asks us to follow His example of humility. Of course, we can never emulate His humility to the same extent, but something of it should be evident in our lives. Ambition and selfishness should have no place in our hearts because they are the exact opposite of sacrifice and humility.

Today, Jesus is rightfully restored to His place in heaven as the ruler over all things. He has been exalted to the highest honour imaginable. Not only must we honour Him for the great sacrifice He made for our atonement, but we must also honour Him for who He is: the King of all ages. It is incomprehensible that anyone could doubt Him. That’s why it is also your and my duty to proclaim this far and wide: “Jesus Christ is Lord!” so that everyone on earth may worship Him. 

Prayer:

Adorable Lord Jesus, this morning we bow before You and bring You all the honour, for You alone are worthy! 

 

 


12 

Bearers of Light 

Philippians 2:12-18

View this devotion on Youtube 

My first introduction to the Voortrekkers is something I will never forget. I was just a small boy when Grandpa took me along to a Voortrekker event one evening. I remember the enormous campfire and how I sat in awe, staring at the flames while everyone sang songs together. It was a joyful affair with a large crowd of children gathered around the bonfire. But then came the highlight of the evening. Everyone got excited when each young Voortrekker was handed a long stick with a jam tin tied to the end. The heavy scent of paraffin hung in the air. Wide-eyed, I stood and watched as these jam tins were lit one by one. Then slowly the children began walking into the night in a long, stretched-out line, holding their torches high above their heads. I didn’t quite understand what was happening, but later, when the long line of lights began winding up the slope of the mountain like a massive, glowing millipede, I clapped my hands in wonder. 

Many years later, when I became a Voortrekker officer myself, I had the privilege of organising numerous torch walks. Every time, the excitement of the children as they lit up the dark night with their long line of torches brought me great joy. The symbolism behind the torches is that they are bearers of light in a dark world, spreading the light of the Gospel.

And this is exactly what Paul writes to the readers of his letter to the Philippians. They are called to act as light-bearers in the world! In fact, even more than that - they are to shine because they ARE the light of the world! But the question remains: How does one become a light-bearer? 

Paul spent some time in Philippi spreading the Gospel. The first convert there was Lydia, the woman who traded in purple cloth. After her, he led many others to experience the salvation of Jesus. Then he moved on to his next destination. Now, ten years later, Paul wants to ensure that the converts of those days have not become stagnant. Coming to faith is not the end of the road - it’s just the beginning. That’s when the real work starts, requiring immense effort to live as a redeemed person. This isn’t something that just happens - it requires deliberate action, carried out with great reverence and awe, because it’s of utmost importance.

There is however, a great comfort - you don’t have to do this in your own strength! On your own, you’re bound to make a mess of everything. But the amazing truth is that when you place your full trust and dependence on God, He makes you willing and gives you the ability to live this way. And yet, you must always remember to give the glory to Him, not to pretend it’s your own goodness that enables you to live a “holy” life. Think of the Pharisee who stood on the street corner, praying so that everyone could see how exalted his holiness was!

Living as a redeemed person requires sacrifice, hard work, and often isn’t easy at all. Yet it is crucial that we carry out this life mission without complaining or arguing. The theme of joy echoes throughout Paul’s letter, as he sets the example of how to work in God’s vineyard with gladness without grumbling.

This also demands that we live a pure life. We live in a world where corruption, promiscuity, drugs, theft, violence and all manner of ugly things have become the norm. We tend to accept it as part of life and can easily become desensitised, going along with the flow. Everyone else is engaging in extramarital affairs, so if I dabble a little in the dark, surely it won’t be that bad? Everyone comes up with schemes to steal from work - why should I remain poor?

In verse 15, Paul writes that we must be “blameless and innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation.” When you live this way, you become a light-bearer - a light to others! I remember once receiving an inappropriate invitation to a wild office party. Although I didn’t say anything, they later came to apologise to me, knowing such things didn’t align with my values. In the end, the person responsible for the invitation came to faith and later became a pastor.

It’s not easy to keep your torch held high in a twisted world. Paul could certainly attest to that! Yet, he set an example for us of bubbling joy amid all his hardships. He also urges us in verse 18 to let that same joy be prominent in our lives: “Rejoice likewise, yes, rejoice with me.” That joy must come from your heart, but it requires intentional effort to nurture and remind yourself of the incredible joy within you. Not only does it do wonders for those around you, but it also transforms you.

Prayer:

Lord, I want to be Your light-bearer every day - help me to do so with great joy and gladness! 
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Testimony 

Philippians 2:19-24

View this devotion on Youtube 

They are few and far between, those people who are truly worth their weight in gold! Paul discovered such a person during his second missionary journey. In Acts 16:1-3, we first hear of this remarkable young man. It was when Paul arrived in the city of Lystra that he heard about Timothy. Everyone spoke highly of him. His mother was Jewish, and his father a Greek. From the moment Paul met this young man, he realized that Timothy was destined for great things. He was already a believer, and Paul immediately decided to take him along on the rest of his journey. 

However, there was a slight issue: Timothy would not be welcome in Jewish synagogues because he was not a pure Jew. For Paul, this was a significant concern because he frequently preached in synagogues, and this fact could have closed many doors for him.

You just need the right approach when obstacles like this come your way. Don’t see them as problems; see them as challenges! Paul certainly didn’t let the magnitude of this challenge blind him, because beyond the obstacle, he could already see how Timothy’s exceptional God-given talents would make him a powerful evangelist who would preach with great impact. There had to be a way around this issue. And then Paul came up with a brilliant solution: Timothy simply needed to be circumcised!

I can imagine this young man resisting the idea at first - after all, it was a painful procedure for an adult man. But sacrifices are often necessary when it comes to spreading the Gospel, and Timothy’s small, uncomfortable loss turned into a huge gain for Paul and the Kingdom of God.

Timothy became deeply cherished by Paul because he worked tirelessly to glorify the wonderful name of Jesus. Timothy was a quick learner, and more and more responsibilities were entrusted to him. His first assignment was to visit the church in Thessalonica on Paul’s behalf, as we read in 1 Thessalonians 3:2. Then came Timothy’s major test: in 1 Corinthians 4:14-17, we hear of serious issues in Corinth, and it was Timothy’s job to go and resolve them.

Eventually, Timothy reached a milestone he had been eagerly anticipating: his own congregation! He was appointed pastor in Ephesus. Two of Paul’s letters to Timothy in Ephesus have been preserved, giving us insight into just how extraordinary this man was.

Meanwhile, Paul was in prison. Naturally, he was eager to know how the church in Philippi was doing. The reliable Timothy was available, and this young evangelist-in-training was sent to represent Paul. Timothy would be Paul’s eyes and ears. When Paul informed the church that he was sending Timothy, his heart swelled with pride for this young man. He wrote to them in Philippians 2:20-22:

"I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that I also may be cheered when I receive news about you. I have no one else like him, who will show genuine concern for your welfare. For everyone looks out for their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. But you know that Timothy has proved himself, because as a son with his father he has served with me in the work of the Gospel."

What a wonderful testimony! And that’s not all. Paul goes on to highlight Timothy’s reliability and how he worked alongside Paul to spread the Gospel. To Paul, Timothy was far more than just a colleague or student - Timothy was like a son to him.

With a résumé like that, one could go far in life! But here’s the question: what is written on your résumé? I imagine one of the most challenging jobs must be that of a hiring manager, as they have to evaluate a person’s résumé before hiring them. Some résumés are laughable because the claims people make about themselves are often exaggerated or completely fabricated.

I remember the references I received when I finished high school. I couldn’t believe they were written about me! How can someone write a reference for a person they don’t truly know? I wonder how résumés would look if we had to write them ourselves, being completely honest about what we wrote. Perhaps this could be a valuable exercise - sitting down and writing exactly what goes on in our hearts and minds. I think many of us would be shocked if we read the true state of our thoughts. For some, it might even require an “R18” age restriction, making modern gossip novels look like children’s books in comparison.

The benefit of such an exercise would be that it forces us to reflect on the true meaning of our lives and how we can begin living closer to God. It might also remind us anew of how great the Lord’s grace is and that, despite everything, He still loves us and is willing to forgive us.

Paul wrote many beautiful things about Timothy. If Paul knew you personally today, would he also be able to write such wonderful things about you?

Prayer:

Lord, when I look at Timothy’s life, I realize how far I fall short. Please forgive me. Amen! 
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Epaphroditus 

Philippians 2:25-30

View this devotion on Youtube 

Yesterday, we saw the beautiful testimony that Paul wrote for Timothy. Timothy was always there for Paul, standing by him through thick and thin. He often had to be Paul’s feet, eyes, and ears, especially during the years when Paul was a prisoner in Rome and could not visit the congregations. Whenever problems arose in one of the churches, it was Timothy who had to go and resolve them on Paul’s behalf. He was frequently sent to visit various congregations and then report back to Paul on their situation.   

However, Timothy was not the only one who helped Paul. We read about several people who regularly supported and strengthened him, such as Luke. We know that he often wrote down the letters that Paul dictated, as Paul’s eyesight was very poor, making it difficult for him to read or write.   

Then there was Epaphroditus. Sometimes, someone is sent into your life who will sacrifice absolutely everything to support you, just when you think all is lost.   

When we reflect on Paul’s circumstances, it would be only human for him to have felt deeply frustrated. Paul led a very active life and simply could not sit still. Even before his conversion, he travelled far and wide to track down Christians so that they could be persecuted. Then Damascus happened, and God brought Paul to a sudden halt - not only because he was blinded by the brilliant light but because the risen Jesus profoundly touched him. At first, he had to process this encounter with Jesus alone. Then, someone was sent to help him understand it. The story in Acts 9 is truly moving!   

A few years later, Barnabas brought Paul to the church in Antioch to assist there. It was there that Paul finally received his calling to do missionary work alongside Barnabas. For Paul, that day was one of great excitement. He embraced this calling with immense enthusiasm. He travelled from town to town and country to country, covering thousands of miles, mostly on foot. He rarely stayed in one place for long. Once he was satisfied that the message of the Gospel had taken root, he moved on to the next destination. Often, this process was hastened by hostile opponents who forcefully expelled him from their towns. But Paul would simply shake the dust from his clothes and continue joyfully on his way.   

Paul also visited the church in Jerusalem on several occasions. It was during one such visit that he ended up in prison.   

Now, he sat with his hands tied, unable to even step outside his room. Year after year, confined to the same little chamber! Later, his situation worsened when his house arrest was replaced by a dark, filthy, stinking prison cell and chains. In these dire circumstances, the Lord sent people into his life who cared. For example, in Philemon 8-10, we read about the runaway slave Onesimus, who found faith while in prison with Paul and became invaluable to him.   

It was not only individuals who cared for Paul but also entire congregations. The church in Philippi, for instance, sent Epaphroditus to support Paul in prison. They even sent money to provide for him. For this man, it must have been a huge sacrifice - spending a long time far from his home, family, and friends in a foreign, godless land. Yet, he did it with joy and dedication. Even when he became seriously ill - so ill that he nearly died - he remained faithful to his task. He did not even inform his people of his illness, fearing they might recall him to Philippi. For Paul, it was a great encouragement that this man had such a strong sense of duty that he was willing to sacrifice everything to support him.   

It would have been selfish for Paul to keep Epaphroditus there any longer. But selfishness was not a trait found in Paul. And so, he sent Epaphroditus back to his people. Along with him, he sent the very letter to the Philippians, containing a beautiful testimony about Epaphroditus, who had risked his life to support him.   

This story has been recorded for you and me - not so that we may admire Paul and Epaphroditus, but so that we may learn from their example. Paul’s selfless attitude should be a standard in our lives. Even in difficult times, we should still think of others first. And, of course, Epaphroditus’ sacrifice. Am I willing to sacrifice everything for someone in need or for the Gospel? This is how true love is practically lived out. And we must never forget that God often sends such people into our lives - or, conversely, that He sends us into someone else’s life. When He does, we must not refuse!   

Prayer:   

Lord, please make me willing to go when You send me. Thank You also for the wonderful people You place along my path. 
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Danger in the Dark 

Philippians 3:1-9

View this devotion on Youtube 

The Bush can be quite a dangerous place, especially at night! A fellow once told me that he had visited the Kruger National Park in the far northern region near Shingwedzi. Back then, all the roads in the northern part of the park were still dirt roads.   

That morning, they set off for Pafuri. On their way back to camp, the rain started pouring down in buckets. The road became treacherous and they struggled to see where they were driving. Then, they hit a large mud pool. The car skidded uncontrollably and crashed into a tree stump, which punched a hole in the radiator. His young son banged his head hard against the windscreen, shattering the glass into a thousand sharp fragments. And there they were, stranded! Fortunately, the rain eventually stopped.   

Riël du Toit was a resourceful Air Force officer, but in this situation, he had no solution. In those days, there was no luxury of mobile phones to quickly dial 999 for help, so they simply had to wait patiently for someone to pass by. But the wet, lonely dirt road meant that no one else dared to drive in that direction that day. So they passed the time by reading, singing and playing games. For four long hours they remained stuck in the vehicle, hoping that rescue would come from somewhere!  

And then, help finally arrived - at four o’clock in the afternoon - in the form of a ranger in his Land Rover. Riël was a very grateful man! The ranger was able to help but could only tow them as far as the next T-junction. However, he promised to send someone to fetch them with a recovery vehicle.   

And so, the Du Toit family found themselves once again stranded in the middle of nowhere in the bush. Then, as the sun set, darkness fell suddenly and overwhelming! Along with the night came all sorts of eerie sounds - like a herd of elephants making a racket nearby, breaking branches. It was already ten o’clock that evening when a very relieved Riël saw the headlights of the recovery vehicle approaching. Finally, their ordeal was over! Or so he thought… but he had no idea what further drama lay ahead!   

The long hours sitting in the car had built up a pressing need in him and now that there were other people around, he decided to relieve himself right there in the middle of the road, making the already wet road even wetter. A blissful feeling of relief washed over him! But something was not right - he could smell something strange, something foul. He hurriedly climbed back into his car, his heart pounding in his throat. Then, the recovery vehicle switched on its lights, and Riël turned pale with shock - right in the middle of the road stood two lionesses, sniffing the exact spot where he had just marked his territory! Riël could feel the blood drain from his face.   

They quickly set off towards Shingwedzi. A few kilometres further, they had to stop again just to check that everything was still in order. The two men got out and walked towards each other. At that exact moment, a deafening lion’s roar echoed right beside them! The two of them leapt back into their vehicles and slammed the doors shut. Right in front of the recovery vehicle stood a massive male lion with a full mane! He walked slowly up to the vehicle, sniffing it thoroughly. Then he turned towards Riël’s car and began inspecting it as well. He peered through the windows and the terrified occupants felt as if they were dying a thousand deaths. The shattered windscreen was barely hanging on....... 

Only after midnight did they finally arrive at Shingwedzi - exhausted and still trembling.   

(Riël du Toit compiled this story, along with others, in a book titled Stories om te Vertel – (Stories to Tell.)   

Yes, the bush is full of dangerous things but we live in an equally dangerous world. Not only physical dangers but also spiritual attacks threaten every believer. Paul warns especially about false teachers - people who cause harm. Paul’s greatest challenge was Jewish believers who insisted that circumcision and all the other old Jewish ceremonial laws still had to be observed. This false teaching implied that Jesus’ redemption was not truly necessary. In other words, one could attain righteousness by obeying the law!   

Although this false teaching still persists among some today, there are now other deceptions just as dangerous.   

You are taught that when visiting a wildlife park, you must not get out of your car - because something could devour you. Just ask Riël du Toit! In the same way, you should steer clear of these false teachers, as you could easily become ensnared in their web - and then it may be too late! Do not even try to argue with them, as you will certainly come off second best. I have taken on such false teachers before. Even after thorough preparation, it was still absolutely futile! For every argument I presented, they had ten counterarguments. Rather, ignore them completely and focus on what truly matters.   

So, what is truly important in life? The righteousness that God grants through Jesus Christ. Believe it and live it out fully, with great joy and gladness.   

Paul writes with overflowing joy in Philippians 3:8:   

"For His sake, I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, that I may gain Christ."   

Prayer:   

Lord, please keep me sober-minded and vigilant against the attacks of false teachers and fill me with Your indescribable joy! 
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Traditions 

Philippians 3:1-9

View this devotion on Youtube 

The Bible is breathtaking!   

You can read the exact same passage for several consecutive days, and each time, you receive a completely different message! This is because it is a Living Word and the Holy Spirit speaks to you through it. Originally, the Bible was written by ordinary people - fishermen and farmers. However, if we are willing to open our spiritual eyes to the Spirit, we will receive the message He wants to give us. In short, the same passage we read yesterday might reveal an entirely different message to us today, through a new perspective.   

This morning’s topic may make some people feel uncomfortable. It concerns traditions that have become so deeply ingrained that they have essentially become an integral part of one’s faith. Often, the origins of these traditions lie in the Bible, but we fail to understand the cultural background in which they were originally written. As a result, we may attach incorrect interpretations to them.   

Many times, we take something that was meant to be symbolic and interpret it literally. One example is the biblical instruction that the Law should be carried on one’s forehead. This was meant to signify that one should always keep the Law in mind. However, some Orthodox Jews literally write down portions of the Law, place them in small boxes and bind them to their foreheads. Absurd! Yet, we often do the same!  

For many years in the Dutch Reformed Church, it was a tradition that a woman could not enter the church without wearing a hat. This tradition was often followed in an almost comical manner, with extravagant hat designs that completely obstructed the view of the poor person sitting behind. But why? Because Paul said that a woman’s head should be covered. The simple reason was that all respectable women at the time dressed that way as a sign of respect and submission. Prostitutes, however, did not wear head coverings. If Christian women were to dress differently from the norm, they would overturn social customs and might even be mistaken for prostitutes - something Paul wanted to avoid!   

We cannot ignore the fact that outward expressions of faith play a significant role in religion. As long as these practices continue, we feel fulfilled and experience great joy in our faith. However, when these outward practices cease, confusion and distress often arise. Many times, a person’s sense of faith security is directly linked to these outward expressions. When they disappear, faith begins to waver. I think, for example, of how many people’s faith was shaken the day the first woman entered the church without a hat. The reality is that it is extremely dangerous to attach one’s faith to external things or rituals.   

Paul encountered a significant issue in the newly established Christian congregations. Jewish believers wanted to cling to the tradition of circumcision, which they saw as the sign of the covenant God had made with Abraham. They insisted that other believers must also adhere to this tradition as a requirement for true faith. Along with this came many of the other Old Testament ritual laws. Even today, there are churches that rigidly adhere to these traditions. We see this particularly in African cultures. In verse 2, Paul states that these traditions are meaningless or false. The phrase "meaningless circumcision" can also be translated as "mutilation" or "complete severance". This implies that circumcision had been taken completely out of context and had become something far beyond a mere symbolic act.   

Paul continues by saying that, at one time he too had meticulously observed all these traditions. However, he now considers them completely worthless - even reprehensible. There is only one thing that truly matters in his life:   

"Indeed, I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus, my Lord." 

It is time for us to re-evaluate our religious traditions. People can place far too much emphasis on their own religious efforts and forget about their personal relationship of trust with God. Faith is not primarily about whether I smoke or drink, whether I wear makeup, or whatever else I may consider important. It is about the attitude of my heart towards God - that is what truly matters! No, living a clean and pure life is not wrong - it is commendable! Likewise, we must not judge other believers who strive to live this way. However, we must also recognise that all these outward expressions are completely meaningless if we do not place our trust in Jesus Christ alone!   

We must understand that everything - absolutely everything - is purely by grace and that even our very best efforts are worthless in earning salvation. Once we fully grasp this, we can begin to live as redeemed believers to the glory of God. Then, our outward expressions of faith will no longer be attempts to earn a better place in heaven or to impress God, but rather acts of pure gratitude for His grace!   

Prayer:   

Lord, please help me to see my outward religious practices in the right perspective and in the correct light! 


17 

To Know Jesus 

Philippians 3:7-12

View this devotion on Youtube 

When we think of the Pharisees, we immediately picture a group of bad guys who only cause trouble! Yet, they were anything but that! They were actually good men... Think about it carefully – these men followed the law with great passion. They did exactly as prescribed in the Bible. Of course, I am referring here to the Old Testament, not the Bible as we know it today. They strictly observed every commandment and even introduced numerous additional laws to ensure that no law was accidentally broken. Furthermore, they meticulously followed every possible and impossible religious ritual that was prescribed. They prayed regularly, and their faith was truly a matter of great seriousness to them!

In short, we can say that they were good people!

Paul was initially one of them, and he took it very seriously. Yet now, he says that the things in life that once mattered greatly to him are now worthless. He had a successful career as a Pharisee and was a fanatic follower of the Law. He also received an excellent education - his mentor was none other than the famous Gamaliel. What suddenly made Paul think differently? “To know Christ Jesus” was what mattered to him now!

So often, you hear someone speak about being raised in a Christian home. Yes, I myself had that wonderful privilege. It is a great asset because it prepares you and makes you receptive to the Gospel. Growing up as a child in a vicarage, where your father, as a minister, has all the answers to your spiritual questions, and where you are constantly exposed to the Word, is an incredible privilege. However, it also carries a great danger because you can so easily begin to think that this Christian upbringing is the foundation of your hope for eternal life. Then your faith is no longer founded on Jesus as the only Source but on your upbringing. At that point, it is no longer an advantage but a great disadvantage!

The problem is that these things can creep in between you and Jesus Christ, almost pushing Him aside. It can lead to a situation where you no longer know Jesus as the Lord of your life and where that living, personal relationship with Him is missing. The same danger threatens ministers and pastors. You must constantly guard against the risk that your position as a minister of the Word gives you too much self-confidence, making you forget about your personal relationship with Jesus. “I don’t need to spend quiet time with the Lord because I am busy preparing a sermon for Sunday. That is more than enough quiet time!” Really? Ultimately, Gospel ministry simply cannot happen if the minister does not have a living relationship with Jesus.

As a believer, I must come to the point where I make a deliberate decision. Like Paul, I must say that I give up everything - my good upbringing, my knowledge, my exemplary life, my strong lineage, my zeal for the church. Paul writes in Philippians 3:8 that I must consider all these things as worthless:

"Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus, my Lord. For His sake, I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ!" 

Then, in verse 9, he goes on to say that I am justified, not because I keep the law, but because I have faith in Christ. It is very important to understand this and always remember: obedience to the law does NOT bring justification - only faith in Jesus does. It is not my own achievements, good life, or fine qualities that matter, but that I know Jesus.

It is interesting to note that the Hebrew word for “know” is also used for sexual intimacy and is paralleled with “love.” This highlights the incredible intimacy of a relationship with Jesus. This “knowing” of Jesus is not just a passive relationship. In verse 12, Paul says:

"Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me His own." 

In verse 10, he states that his greatest desire is to know Christ.

We cannot simply sit back and wait for everything to fall into place. We must actively pursue this relationship with Jesus with a longing, hungry heart. It requires much more than just attending church and reading the Bible. It demands active communication with the Lord and a constant seeking of His Word. It calls for an ongoing desire to know His will and a deep longing to live as Jesus wants us to live. Why? Simply because, through this relationship, we develop an unquenchable love for Him. After all, He first loved us with immeasurable love!

Prayer:

Thank You, Lord, thank You for Your great, boundless love for me and for all the grace You pour out upon me. I long for a meaningful, intimate relationship with You. Please draw me closer to You and give me more love! 
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The Race 

Philippians 3:12-16

View this devotion on Youtube 

The excitement is immense in Pietermaritzburg. It is still pitch dark. Thousands of people shuffle around impatiently. On the horizon, the sky begins to glow a bright red-orange. This is going to be a gruelling day! There are so many people that I cannot even see the leaders of this marathon. For most participants this is a day filled with uncertainty - possibly their very first and likely their very last Comrades. What lies ahead for me? Will I ever make it? Will I perhaps have to give up halfway? 

The rooster crows deafeningly! Painfully slowly, movement begins. The front runners are already kilometres ahead by the time I can take my first steps. It is frustrating! The first few kilometres go well and I run with a song in my heart. But then comes the first gruelling incline and I feel my legs beginning to resist. Later, everything becomes mechanical and I struggle to motivate myself to keep going. The halfway mark passes and miraculously, I have not yet been cut off. I gain new courage! The pain worsens. My feet feel like something sold in a butcher’s shop, my lungs burn like fire and my legs are jelly. Oh, to just sit under a lush, old shady tree, away from the scorching sun with my sore feet in a cool, clear stream. But somewhere ahead, in the distant horizon the finish line beckons: forward, endure, persist! After today, I will also be able to say that I have run the Comrades! The thought churns over and over in my exhausted brain. What a glorious prospect - to achieve that title, one that no one can ever take away from me! But first, I must reach the finish line...... 

The last kilometre is sheer hell. Cramps make it nearly impossible to move, but the finish line calls. With great effort, I drag myself forward. The crowd cheers me on, and for a moment, I gain new strength. "Come on, you can do it!" my friends encourage me. Step by step, I stumble and fall towards the final stretch and then, there it is - the finishing lane before me! I summon my last reserves of strength to stagger triumphantly over the finish line. I made it! I DID it!

This is surely what runs through the minds of thousands of Comrades athletes during that brutal race. Paul compares the life of a believer to such a race. It is certainly not easy! In the Comrades, only a few athletes compete to be the first across the finish line. Ninety-nine percent of the participants simply strive to reach the end - some in a good time, others just to get there! 

The race of life that Paul speaks of follows the same pattern. There are those who are well-prepared and run with ease. But do not think it is always smooth sailing for them. Even the best athletes experience cramps and even the most well-prepared believers encounter spiritual setbacks. The difference is that experience teaches you where to seek help and how to deal with your problems.

The fact is that spiritual training prepares you for your race. The less spiritually fit you are, the harder it will be, especially on the steep inclines. Someone who is completely spiritually unfit may be at risk of giving up halfway.

The question is: How do you become spiritually fit? How should you prepare for this gruelling race? The most important thing is that you must first qualify for the race. Without a living relationship with Jesus, you are already disqualified! 

Three things are essential to completing your race. First, communication with the Author of this race, God. Talk to Him! Prayer is your spiritual breathing. Not just a wish list of things you ask from Him but an honest conversation with the Lord.

The second channel of communication is reading the Word - not out of duty but with an open heart to encounter the Lord through it.

The third vital exercise is fellowship with other believers. Make every gathering with fellow-believers a meaningful experience and hunger for it often. Worship services, praise sessions, Bible study groups, small groups - seek such opportunities to share your faith with others. This strengthens you and prepares you for the race. These three basic exercises are just the beginning of many other wonderful practices, such as sharing the Gospel with unbelievers and living out your love towards the world outside.

You and I are in this race! Let us run it wholeheartedly and with great joy! God has personally called us in Jesus Christ to participate. Why, then, would we not prepare in the best possible way and give our all to finish the race?

Prayer: Lord, please grant me courage, wisdom and perseverance to run my race wholeheartedly! 
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Role Models 

Philippians 3:17-4:1

View this devotion on Youtube 

What kind of example do you set for others? Perhaps you would prefer to sidestep this question and say: "Don't do as I do - do as I say!" 

Paul touches on a very sensitive issue, especially for parents with young children, to live out the right kind of example. Little ones are master imitators, and what they learn as toddlers stays with them for life!

However, it is not only small children who follow their parents' example. Most people - including you and me - have a "hero" they look up to, someone whose example they wish to follow. You try to model your life after that person. Young children often make a fictional character like Superman or Spiderman their role model. They even dress up in the mask and costume and become the character, attempting to act like their hero. When I was a child, choices were fairly limited, and Tarzan became my hero. I immersed myself in his character, and little Tarzan would swing, yodelling, on the long, drooping branches of the old Weeping willow tree by the stream on my grandfather’s farm in Waterval Boven.

When a child grows older, they find different kinds of heroes. It could be some music or film star, but it is especially sports heroes who have a significant impact on young people’s lives. These are real, living people with whom they can relate!

You probably still remember that great sports hero – who was he again? No matter – he made many girls' knees go weak. On the rugby field, he shone. But at home, he set a terrible example! Drugs, lies, and extramarital affairs were part of his life. This hero’s life sent the message: “Those things are okay too!” Eventually, shortly before his death, he came to his senses again, but by then, the damage was already done.

And what about that brilliant cricket hero who shocked the world with dishonesty and bribery? Could the message young children took from this be that it is acceptable to be dishonest because the great cricket hero did it? Later, he wept over his wrongdoing, but by then, the damage had also already been done!

Paul writes in Philippians 3:18 that, to his great sorrow, many live as enemies of the cross. Even today, we are not spared from such influences, especially when it comes to the big characters who captivate people's imagination. Our country, for example, boasts a large number of brilliant actors - people who, on the surface, lead admirable lives and do wonderful things. And then, one day, you make the shocking discovery that they adhere to some obscure Eastern religion and perhaps even have a closet full of disturbing secrets. My idealistic bubble has been burst several times.

But where does this leave me personally? In Paul’s time, the New Testament had not yet been written. He had to use his own life as an example for other believers. For him, this naturally meant living above any suspicion because everyone looked up to him. Today, we have biblical guidelines by which to shape our lives - guidelines established by Paul himself, among others. However, this does not mean that we are no longer required to be examples for others. If you are a believer, and the people you interact with daily know it, then a great responsibility already rests on your shoulders. How many times have I heard people say: "He does this or that, and he calls himself a Christian!" Unbelievers watch you with a magnifying glass, waiting for the moment you slip up!

A believer, however, should not only focus on the negative and constantly be on guard. Living out your Christianity positively is of immense value. Kindness, genuine care, love, and a sincere, radiant smile work wonders! Remember, a believer does not walk around with a long face, as that does not reflect the joy and love that Jesus has brought into your life. A single person radiating happiness can change the mood of an entire room full of grumpy people. Try it and see how contagious it is. Start with yourself and remind yourself of Jesus’ love, which is so great that He has given you eternal life. Tell yourself how excited and joyful you are and show it on your face. The results are astonishing!

However, believers in leadership positions must especially commit to an exemplary life. For them, it is not only the outside world watching but also their fellow-believers. Pastors, elders, and all who take on leadership must know that they serve as inspiration for many other believers. Not only must they avoid wrongdoing, but the love of Jesus and their joy and happiness must be highly visible. It is a tremendous responsibility!

Prayer: Lord, today I want to be an inspiration to everyone I come into contact with!
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Stand Together 

Philippians 4:2-3

View this devotion on Youtube 

Proud and confident, he strides through the barren field, his bold striped pattern etched against the dull hues of the winter bush. He knows exactly where to expect maize kernels, and with full self-assurance, he leads his harem of mares straight to the veranda of our bush house in Marloth Park. A few young warthogs notice the procession and immediately decide that joining this march might not be a bad idea. And so, our peaceful morning of relaxing on the veranda with a steaming cup of coffee suddenly turns into a bustling feeding session. Poor Mosbolletjie can hardly keep up with scattering maize kernels while also trying to take photos! 
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At first, everything proceeds harmoniously, and it is beautiful to see the warthogs and zebras dining together at the same table. But not everything is entirely koshure. The supply of maize kernels is limited, and the little warthogs struggle to snatch a kernel here and there between the milling mass of striped legs. Every now and then, one of the little ones receives a sharp kick to the shoulder. He lets out a pained squeal but nonchalantly carries on, trying his best to keep the peace.

But then, one zebra decides that he has had quite enough of these pesky creatures weaving persistently around his legs. He aims a firm kick and sends a warthog flying. The stubborn little warthog is undeterred and returns straight away, only to be met once more by a spiteful hoof. The zebra grows increasingly irate and starts lashing out with kicks and bites in all directions. Injured warthogs scatter in every direction. Our idyllic paradise scene has suddenly fallen apart!
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It is equally tragic when believers who work hard for the Gospel suddenly begin to develop relationship problems and cannot keep out of each other's way. Paul writes here about two women, Euodia and Syntyche, who sadly found themselves in such a situation. Both were invaluable, working tirelessly to spread the Gospel. They had the privilege - one that many believers would give anything for - of working alongside Paul in the vineyard of the Kingdom. Their names were written in the Book of Life! Yet, they simply could not sit around the same fire. Unity was lacking, and it greatly diminished their precious work.

Paul pleads with them to bury the hatchet and to be united in the name of the Gospel. And so, Paul pleads with you and me today that if such discord exists, we must seek reconciliation at all costs! Swallow your pride and make peace, for together, you can accomplish so much more for the Gospel! 

But that is not all. When there is such division and strife, it greatly damages the message believers are meant to share with the world - that message of love. "If this is how Christians live, then I want nothing to do with it!" Does that sound familiar? Too often, we hear reports of believers, even pastors, becoming embroiled in fierce disputes, sometimes even resorting to physical altercations. I have witnessed this in my own congregation, and it deeply wounds the heart when fellow-believers stand at odds with one another.

Together with Paul, I plead with you this morning to seek peace for the sake of the Gospel! 

The fact is that if there is division between you and a fellow-believer, you must seriously examine your own relationship with the Lord. Something is gravely wrong! Perhaps you want to tell me: "But he started it! He hurt me with a cutting remark!" Or maybe: "We simply don’t think alike!" Then perhaps you should revisit Paul’s brilliant description in 1 Corinthians 13 about what love truly means. "Love is patient, kind, not envious, boastful, or proud." Paul goes on to say that love is not easily angered and keeps no record of wrongs! Utterly important!

If I were to measure my life against Paul’s words about love, I would want to hide my red face in shame because too often, I am guilty of sowing discord with loveless actions. The moment someone says something that upsets me, I mount my high horse and snap at them - just as the zebra bit the warthog. We are far too sensitive, and on top of that, we too easily seek our own interests, trampling over others in the process. Patience and kindness are all too often absent in a believer’s life.

All these things cause division among believers who could otherwise achieve so much for the Gospel. If discord is present in your life, my earnest prayer is that you will prayerfully read this scripture again, along with 1 Corinthians 13, and correct the lovelessness in your life - for the sake of the Gospel and your relationship with the Lord!

Prayer: Lord, there is still so much lovelessness in my life. Please help me to set it right!
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Sour Face

Philippians 4:4-7 

View this devotion on Youtube 

One peaceful morning, we sat blissfully on the veranda in Marloth Park, soaking in the tranquil atmosphere. It was a wonderfully quiet morning, and everything felt serene and beautiful. Or perhaps I should call it a feeding frenzy, as we had hung apples in the trees, attracting woodpeckers, starlings, and hornbills, all eagerly feasting. Through the trees, we could make out the reddish glow of a few impalas grazing peacefully. A heavenly, tranquil scene! I sank a little deeper into my chair, making myself even more comfortable.

Then, something waddled through the grass - a warthog, but one of the largest I had seen in a long time! He was as wide as he was tall, and apart from the many lumps and carbuncles on his sour face, his thick, sagging jowls hung in three layers. A gluttonous, overweight pig, one might say. Mr Warthog waddled straight towards a handful of maize kernels I had scattered for the guinea fowls and began picking them up, one by one, from the dust. The one thing that immediately struck me was the sheer unfriendliness that radiated from his face. A cruel set of tusks, one of which was broken and blunt, framed his surly expression.
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Suddenly, he looked up and let out a vulgar snort while his bloodshot eyes scanned the veld. I followed his gaze. A beautiful warthog sow trotted towards him cheerfully, two adorable little piglets close on her heels. I sat up - this was going to be interesting! The sow suddenly hesitated, unsure whether she would be welcome at the feast. Sourface snorted gruffly, tightening his stiff snout. He turned slightly towards her and muttered something that was certainly not sweet nothings! She tentatively approached, but in an instant, the grumpy old brute barrelled towards her. The piglets scattered, their tiny tails sticking straight up like wires. Apparently, they hadn’t quite got the message, as minutes later, they returned to try again. This time, Sourface was furious! He lowered his awful, lumbering head and charged once more, making it absolutely clear that these were his kernels. They were most certainly not welcome! 

The disheartened sow and her brood, rejected, took to their heels, while Sourface flopped down contentedly in a cloud of dust beneath a raisin bush.

Do you remember the song: 'Philippians four verse four says: Rejoice in the Lord! Rejoice, rejoice, rejoice in the Lord!'? It is incomprehensible that a man like Paul, sitting in prison, could write to a church telling them to be joyful, to literally rejoice! But these were not just empty words - throughout Paul’s life, we see this joy in action, even in the most dire circumstances. He lived out what he preached! His life stood in stark contrast to that of Sourface, the warthog. 

Paul did not write these words merely for admiration. His appeal is that you and I, as believers, should experience and live out that same joy in our daily lives. First, you must detach your inner state from your external circumstances - something that does not come naturally.

The question is: where does this joy come from? Paul provides the answer in verse 4: In the Lord! We can only experience it if we are aware of Jesus’ presence in our lives, even when we find ourselves in difficult situations. The bonus of such a joyful life is that it is contagious, inspiring others and transforming the atmosphere around us. 

Now, you might ask: "But how can I exude joy when the worries of life are suffocating me?" First, you must realise that it does not happen automatically - it requires a conscious decision. Once you have made this choice, the next step is prayer. Not a prayer asking for your problems to disappear, but a heartfelt prayer asking the Lord to grant you bubbling joy despite your circumstances. It is then that you begin to experience the peace that surpasses all understanding, the peace Paul speaks of in verse 7. 

Prayer: Thank you, Lord, that I can cast all my worries upon You. Please fill my day with love and overflowing joy!
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Think Right – Act Right 

Philippians 4:8-9

View this devotion on Youtube 

Over the past two chapters of his letter, Paul has taught us what it means to stand firm in the Lord. He highlights seven essential things to truly stand firm in the Lord:

	In living out your faith, do not place too much value on outward things such as traditions. (Phil 3:1-6) 



	Above all, focus on knowing Jesus as your Lord. (Phil 3:7-11) 



	Strive to truly make Christ’s blessings your own. Remember the Comrades Marathon! (Phil 3:12-16) 



	The right role models in your life are important. What does your life look like as an example to others? (Phil 3:17-4:1) 



	Believers must be united and remain bound together in Jesus Christ despite differences. (Phil 4:2-3) 



	Overflowing joy should be an integral part of every believer’s life. (Phil 4:4-7) 



	This morning, we take a moment to reflect on Paul’s seventh and final prescription for standing firm in the Lord: Think right and do right! (Phil 4:8-9) 





It is simply a fact that the things you allow into your thoughts will determine what comes out on the other side of this “mill.” Remember the phrase: GIGO – Garbage In, Garbage Out. In short, if you allow all kinds of rubbish to be pumped into your thoughts, you cannot expect anything other than rubbish to come out!

What does this mean in practice? The type of books and magazines you read can pollute your entire thought life. Take, for example, the many gossip magazines that have sprung up like mushrooms in recent years. These magazines focus only on the bad in people. I wonder how many lawsuits have been filed against them by celebrities whose reputations have been damaged. The problem is that when you read them, you become conditioned, and gossip starts to feel like an everyday part of life. Before you know it, you are just another link in the gossip chain. People get hurt - deeply hurt. The mere fact that you are a believer and still take part in gossip means that unbelievers who see this get the wrong impression of what a believer’s life should look like. If your actions cause someone to turn away from faith, you have committed spiritual murder. This is a very serious matter!

However, it is not just gossip magazines that can pollute your life. Pornographic magazines, video's and internet pornography can contaminate your thoughts and life to such an extent that they begin to build a wall between you and God. No, it is not He who builds the wall - it is you, through the filth you allow into your mind.

Add to this a visit to a casino - let’s call it by its name, a gambling house - and things become even worse. The constant noise of slot machines ringing in your ears and the flashing lights luring you to throw more and more money into the greedy mouth of the gambling monster, hoping that luck will strike and spew millions into your lap. This makes you practically worship the goddess of fortune, and in the process, you completely forget about your dependence on God. Once again, it drives a wedge between you and the Lord.

In stark contrast to this, Paul encourages the reader in verse 8 to focus instead on the beautiful things in life: “whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable.” These are the things that should fill your thoughts and your life. How do you achieve this? By reading the right things and engaging with things that are uplifting. Instead of reading a trashy novel, find a good, inspiring book. Have a look at my catalogue at chl.co.za/katalogus, where you can find free e-books. Apart from daily devotionals, there are also many enjoyable books such as Stories of an African Bush. Read the Bible alongside a good commentary. Read sections you don’t usually explore, like Micah, Amos, Habakkuk, and Job, and see how the Word comes alive for you! Join praise and worship gatherings and watch your spiritual life flourish. Become part of a small group, and you will notice your spiritual growth. Do these things sincerely, and you will find that sin starts to fade from your life. 

Paul’s idea has a name: The 4:8 Principle! Read more about it at chl.co.za/48e 

Prayer:

Lord, please give me the strength and the will to remove the ugly things from my life. Please fill me with beautiful things! 
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The Lord Provides 

Philippians 4:10-20

View this devotion on Youtube 

Mosbolletjie and I were young newlyweds, and our firstborn had just turned a year old. We were not wealthy, but we had enough. Then we received the devastating news that the family business we worked for had gone bankrupt, and I lost my job. I was shattered! But the Lord provided, and I found a job as the manager of a Christian bookshop in Welkom. The shop was not particularly profitable, so my salary was meagre, but we managed to survive. We found a place to stay on a farm outside Welkom. 

One day, Mosbolletjie came rushing into the shop, pale with shock. Her purse, containing our entire month’s salary, had been stolen! I was devastated! What were we going to do? It was an incredibly long month, and eventually, we had no food left in the house. Then I remembered the prickly pear orchard on the farm, with fruit that had just ripened to perfection. For the next week, until the end of the month, the Nel family survived on prickly pears! Only much later did I learn that prickly pears can cause severe digestive blockages, but the Lord carried us through this crisis. Many far greater crises would come my way later in life, but through this, I learned a valuable lesson about how the Lord provides - often from completely unexpected sources.

The Lord does not promise us, as believers, a boat that sails on calm waters. In fact, we are specifically warned about the hardships, persecution, and difficult times that can be part of a believer’s life. But remember, it is not because you have sinned that God punishes you with suffering! Those who live very close to the Lord are often the ones who suffer the most misfortune. Paul is a prime example of this. If ever there was a believer who stood head and shoulders above others, it was Paul. Yet misfortune pursued him relentlessly! He was flogged, bound in chains in prison, nearly stoned to death, chased out of cities like a stray dog, and persecuted by his fellow Jews. He almost drowned when his ship sank, and to top it all off, he was bitten by a deadly snake! These are just a few of the trials that shaped, chiselled, and refined Paul’s life. He spent the final years of his life imprisoned before, according to tradition, he was ultimately beheaded by the Romans.

However, this is not the suffering Paul speaks about; his struggle was simply to have enough money to survive. Paul did not live in luxury like some successful evangelists today. There were often times when he literally went hungry. Yet he remained grateful for every bit that came his way, and throughout his letter to the Philippians, we hear the jubilant sounds of Paul’s joy, even in the midst of hardship.

One thing we learn from Paul is that a congregation is obligated to support God’s servants. Sometimes, the Lord places someone in a congregation’s path who is not necessarily their pastor but perhaps a missionary spreading the Word to unbelievers - just as Paul did. In such cases, you must not say no or dismiss the thought. The church in Philippi did the right thing by generously contributing to Paul’s living expenses while he was imprisoned in Rome. Through their contributions, they made it possible for Paul to write many letters that, even two thousand years later, continue to have a massive impact on millions of lives.

In our congregation, we must think carefully about how we spend our money. Do we use it to furnish ourselves with the most beautiful and luxurious church building? Do we install expensive air-conditioning systems and elaborate decorations? Or do we rather use it to support a missionary in an impoverished community or to fund outreach projects to areas unreached by the Word?

For example, in Durban, a situation arose where a church in the city centre consisted of only a handful of destitute elderly people who could not afford to maintain the church building or support a pastor. Furthermore, the field there was ripe for ministry among street children, refugees, the unemployed, prostitutes, and young people. But there were no funds or manpower for the task.

All the Dutch Reformed churches in the Durban area united and established the Durban Metropole Ministry. The old church building was strategically located in an area of great need. Much prayer, thought, and planning went into the project. Help started flowing in from all directions. Various external organisations joined in, and eventually, this church became a hive of activity. Today, the gospel is proclaimed there daily to thousands of people of all nations, languages, and backgrounds.

Prayer:

Lord, thank You for providing so generously for my needs. Please place a passion in my heart to see the need around me and to do something about it! 
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Gospel Peddlers 

Philippians 4:21-23

View this devotion on Youtube 

The peddlers are a nation of their own - thick-skinned and highly resourceful. From our country's history, we learn about the first peddlers who were often the only source from which remote farmers could buy anything - fabric, crockery, and much more. Frequently, the peddler also served as the farmer’s outlet for selling hides and other products. Some of these peddlers developed sales techniques so refined that they could sell practically anything to a farmer.

In my younger days, peddlers became more specialised, selling only a single product, such as vacuum cleaners. And they did so masterfully, convincing people that they truly needed a vacuum cleaner - even if they lived in a clay-floor cottage with no carpets or electricity!

We, as believers, can learn a great deal from peddlers. Firstly, they believe in their product with heart and soul - there is no other comparable product on earth that could compete with it. Secondly, they practise relentlessly until their sales technique and power of persuasion are absolutely perfected. On top of that, they are thick-skinned! If you insult them, it rolls off like water off a duck’s back, and they do not easily take no for an answer. Furthermore, they are not afraid of footwork. They will visit every possible customer, no matter who, what, or how far away they may be. Our lives today are much poorer without the peddlers!

As believers, we have a far better "Product" to market than any peddler ever had - the Gospel of Jesus Christ! If we are to apply the methods of the peddlers, I must ask myself the following: Do I truly believe in my Product? If my answer is "Yes!", then I cannot help but market it wholeheartedly. Most readers of this devotional, I believe, have no doubt about their faith. If you do have doubts, then you have a major problem, and I would suggest you contact me without hesitation.

Secondly, we must do as the peddlers do and practise our "sales techniques" until we have perfected them. There are many courses available, such as EEIII, Faithful Witnesses, and others, to help you learn these techniques. A good Bible school can also provide an excellent foundation for this.

Thirdly, we must learn not to be easily offended. I often receive rejections when I send out devotionals, but I do not let it bother me. Remember, if someone rejects you, they are not actually rejecting you as a person but rather rejecting Jesus. It is ultimately a matter between that person and God.

Fourthly, we must learn that no person is too good or too bad to hear the Gospel. So, do not hesitate - put in the effort and share the Gospel with everyone you encounter.

Paul closes his letter to the Philippians with greetings, including those from all the believers in Rome - even from members of the emperor’s household. The question is: where did all these believers come from? How did this happen? After all, Rome was a terribly godless city!

The answer is simple: Paul was a Gospel peddler! He seized every opportunity to share the Gospel with others, even with the emperor’s household staff and government officials he encountered while in captivity. However, it was impossible for Paul alone to evangelise the entire city of Rome. The handful of believers who were initially in Rome each became Gospel peddlers themselves, and so the faith grew and spread until there were so many Christians in Rome that Emperor Nero saw them as a great "plague" and a threat. History tells us how desperately Nero tried to rid Rome of all Christians. But even his cruelest methods could not extinguish the flame of the Gospel. Many believers walked towards a brutal death singing, their faces radiating with overflowing joy.

We have reached the end of a glorious letter filled with bubbling joy and happiness, and I want to read it again and again. I do not want it to end! Have you also experienced the Letter to the Philippians in this way?

To conclude, we can summarise what we have learned from Paul in this letter in five key themes:

Humility – with Jesus presented as the ultimate example of humility.  

Self-sacrifice – where we are encouraged to put others' interests above our own.  

Unity – where we must strive with all our might for harmony.  

The redeemed life – where Paul calls us to live as the redeemed and to grow spiritually mature.  

Overflowing joy – the essence of this letter.  

Now, let us go and live out these lessons in practice!

Prayer:

Lord, thank You for the wonderful inspiration I have drawn from Philippians. Please make me a true Gospel peddler! 
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If you enjoyed this book, please consider making a donation using this ZAPPER QR code.  

Part of your donation will go towards Bible distribution. 
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