“THE SECRET OF SERENITY”





(Philippians 4:10-13)





	“But I rejoiced in the Lord greatly, that now at the last your care of me hath flourished again; wherein ye were also careful, but ye lacked opportunity.  Not that I speak in respect of want: for I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, therewith to be content.  I know both how to be abased, and I know how to abound: everywhere and in all things I am instructed both to be full and to be hungry, both to abound and to suffer need.  I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.”








	The entire countenance of civilized society was changed by the horrible and heartless events of September 11, 2001.  Launching clearly from a base of radical religion which spawns extreme violence, and apparently believing their cause to be perfectly right, a group of men bent on producing as much destruction, distress, havoc and disarray as possible in the United States followed a diabolical scheme to attack our society at its governing and economic centers.  Their success has been chronicled on all major news networks nearly every minute since the attacks.  Many years ago, Bishop Hall said, “For every bad, there is a worse; when a man breaks his leg, let him be thankful it was not his neck.”  As horrendous as the destruction was, it certainly could have been worse.  It seems that the terrorists had other targets in mind, but were thwarted by both the heroism of individuals who were circumstantially included in their plans, and by circumstances that were not favorable to their efforts.  Furthermore, we are now being firmly warned by officials in our national government that there may be other terrorist attacks of varying kinds.  





	What is a Christian to think during such times?  How is he to react?  What is he to do?  Personally, I am not at all surprised by the human depravity that is revealed in such actions, or at the inhumanity that they disclose.  Human history is replete with such accounts. A long time ago, Alexander Pope spoke ominously of “man’s inhumanity to man,” and every generation seems to outdo all others in revealing it.  My amazement at the recent events is centered in the “mix” of religion, fanaticism, suicide for inhuman (and religious) purposes, the attempt to cover all of this under a guise of “faith” and “martyrdom,” and the wholesale enlistment of men out of a society to do this.  Still, the question presses upon us, How should a Christian respond?  Two things are obvious: (1) A Christian must never abandon love as his mode of operation, even to loving our enemies, and praying for them (read Matthew 5:44 again, and carefully).  Yes, we must lovingly pray for any and all of those whose intent toward us is destructive.  (2) A Christian must never abandon his firm faith in God and the Gospel.  But it is precisely at these points that we tend to struggle the most.  





	Recently, I found this paragraph in a book by Mike Mason: “During a time of particular spiritual oppression, when I could not seem to shake the sense that God was implacably disappointed in me, I was walking by the ocean one morning when I spied a child’s valentine lying in the sand.  The message read, ‘You’re okay with me, Valentine.’  I took it home and showed it to me wife, who promptly wrote on it, ‘To Mike / Love, God.’  Suddenly, the incredible truth came home to me again, and it came with such force that it was as if I had never heard it before.  Isn’t it funny how a person can be a Christian and not really know the Gospel?  Isn’t it strange how Christ can live inside us without our really enjoying Him?  This Gospel, it turns out, is not only good news—it is much better news that any of us has yet imagined.” (The italics in this paragraph are mine, not the author’s)  However, this “mix” of Gospel, love and faith does not deliver us from the realism of a world in which deeds such as the September 11 events can occur.  





	Christians have just been reminded again of the kind of enemy we face and the kind of weapons which must be used to defeat that enemy.  The Christian community must place itself on “red alert” at such times as this, not so much an alert to danger as an alert to opportunity. These events both prove the need for world evangelism by Christians, and present an incredible opportunity to share the Gospel when men’s hearts are alert, sensitive and questioning.  Not the least of the opportunities to be capitalized  at present is the opportunity to openly compare Christianity and religion. The television newscasters have reported a large increase among booksellers in sales of books about Islam, the Koran, prophecy,  the Bible, and faith.  What a time to immediately explore comparative world-views and comparative world religions.  Christianity has absolutely nothing to fear from exposure of its total truth on an open market of ideas.  A Gospel that highlights a resurrection and features a risen Savior cannot lose in an open market—unless its adherents fail to take it into that market!  Since Islam is the religion that is most in the news, Islam must be confronted as to the real nature of its views about tolerance, violence, God, man.  It must be asked about its practical interpretation of such terms as “jihad,” or “holy war,” and how the enemy is recognized for the perpetration of such war.   In western society, Islam is free to put its ideas on the open market for consideration, but in Islamic societies, no such freedom is granted to Christians and others.  Why?  A faith that is true should be confident enough to face down all comers.  Of course, “defending and advancing God’s truth” is the avowed reason, but this is often only a guise to veil intolerance and fanaticism.    





	In a very soft and encouraging letter which I received by e-mail from a dear Hispanic brother just after the attacks upon New York and Washington, these “hard” words were included: “This is a time for many people to understand that all religions that are contrary to Jesus Christ are vicious and harmful to mankind, all philosophies that do not appreciate the Gospel as the message from God are poisonous and only feed the anger and violence of human hearts.  Religion without Christ tends to make horrible fanatics, not redeemed people.  Religion without Christ only brings death.”  I might add that this is also true of those who only have the “christian religion” without a relationship with God through Jesus Christ.   We often call them “nominal Christians,” but they are simply lost people who have accepted some “christian” ideas and standards without being born again.  They may be  in church every Sunday, but each of them is only old Adam in Sunday clothes!  This is a serious charge, and many over-tolerant people will object to it.  But the charge is still true. I want to say again that my Hispanic brother’s letter was long, warm, and encouraging, and that the above quotation formed only a tiny part of his letter.  Our Christian faith requires us to find the balance between truly loving our enemies and praying for those who treat us spitefully (no easy ethic!), and seeking true and realistic justice in society (again, an ethic that is humanly impossible).





	This month’s study from Philippians is especially timely just now.  The theme is contentment.  More specifically, it is contentment in spite of evil circumstances.  Is that timely enough?  What a field of study and application is presented in the four verses that comprise the text.  Surely Paul could not have known how applicable his statements would be in a far-away society two thousand years after they were written, but the Holy Spirit knew!  And the Holy Spirit just as easily had us in mind as He had Paul in mind.  Through the pen of an Apostle imprisoned in a Roman jail, He addressed a nation imprisoned behind the less definable walls of shock, fear, uncertainty, insecurity, and anger.  I am grateful for Paul’s words, and I ask you to join me in a simple examination of them.  





I.  THE CONCEPT OF CONTENTMENT





	First, we must give careful attention to the concept of contentment, and we must be certain that we understand the Biblical view.  Just what is contentment, anyway?  How is it to be defined and described?  This is very important, else several subtle substitutes be confused for contentment. 





	It may be helpful in delivering us from wrong ideas about the Christian view of contentment by beginning negatively.  It is important to know what contentment is not, as well as to know what it is.  





	Contentment is not fatalism, or the acceptance of evil with a shrug of helpless resignation.  In no case is contentment to be confused with mere resignation.  And contentment is not complacency.  In the preceding chapter (3:12-14), Paul said that he was not satisfied with his present level of maturity and accomplishment as a Christian, but was in hot pursuit of the Christian ideal.  Neither is contentment the enemy of proper ambition.  The desire and effort to improve one’s life for himself and others are not opposed to contentment.  Contentment is not to be confused with an innocent and idyllic “polyanna” philosophy of life, which is innocently blind to all adversity, or a “Candide” view that “this is the best of all possible worlds,” and nothing can be done or should be done to try to improve it.  Contentment is not indifference to evil circumstances.  Contentment is not carelessness, nor is it self-satisfaction. Furthermore, it is not a cop-out to avoid radical responsibility.  Indeed, there is no true contentment until the individual has squarely faced and overcome every circumstance of his life.  A contented person is not the helpless victim of circumstances, but the victor over any circumstance of his life.  Furthermore, he is seriously and aggressively offering his victory in Christ to others.  





	When the Speaker of the English House of Lords puts a question to that body, instead of saying, “All in favor of the motion, let it be known by saying, ‘Aye,’ he says, “All that favor, let it be known by saying, ‘Content.’  This is a proper acknowledgment that contentment is not a passive but an active virtue.  Paul had learned to give an honest and solid vote of approval to every experience of his life.  This does not mean that he recognized every circumstance as good in itself, but rather that it had been permitted by a good God who would use it for good in his life.  One wise man echoed this idea when he said that a victorious man can “meet with Triumph and Disaster, And treat those two imposters just the same.”   





	Paul’s words could be accurately paraphrased like this, “I have that within me that is greater than all circumstances.  Rather, I have One in me Who has conquered all circumstances, and stands ready to enforce His victory in me.”  Does not the Bible say, “You are of God, little children, and have overcome them, because greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world”?  (I John 4:4)  So contentment is not based on the circumstances of the outward man, but on the content of the inward man.  





	When Paul said, “I have learned in every circumstance to be content,” the word translated “content” is the Greek word autarkia.  This is a compound Greek word which means “self-sufficient.”  Again, great caution must be exercised in understanding this word.  The term “self-sufficient” may be properly used by a Christian in a good way or in a bad way.  In the bad sense, the word “self-sufficient” means independent and self-centered.  This independence is the very essence of sin.  In the good sense, the word means “self-contained.”  The word is used to describe an individual who truly has all the resources he really needs within himself.  But this is true only of a Christian.  When Jesus Christ lives in a person, as He does in every Christian, that person certainly has all the resources he really needs for victory in life, in death, and in eternity.  Thus, he is also independent, but this independence is the very essence of faith.    





	I was raised in the state of Arkansas.  Many times when I was a young boy and a young man, I heard the boast of state leaders that Arkansas was “the only state in the United States that could be completely self-containing.”  That is, if the borders were closed, the state could easily survive by its own resources, because they are sufficient.  That is reasonably what Paul means by the word translated “content.”  Remember the term, “self-containing.”  It is evident that Paul did not exclude God or His providence from his formula for contentment.  He said elsewhere, “Not as if we were sufficient of ourselves, but our sufficiency is of God.”  Every Christian should be able to draw on the resources of Christ within him so that he is victoriously “self-containing.”  This is the meaning of Paul’s word.  


	


	Let me conclude this first point by giving a definition of Christian contentment.  Christian contentment is the regular maintenance of positive peace in any circumstance of life.  It is the ability to happily accept either adversity or prosperity with spiritual serenity.  It is the ability to “do all things” called for in any and all situations “through Christ who keeps on infusing me with His strength” (Philippians 4:13).   





II.  THE CLASSROOM OF CONTENTMENT 





	Second, we need to look into the classroom where Paul learned contentment.  In verses 11 and 12, he said, “I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, therewith to be content.  I know both how to be abased, and I know how to abound: everywhere and in all things I am instructed both to be full and to be hungry, both to abound and to suffer need.”  What a magnificent statement!  And it becomes even bigger with the understanding of the words Paul used.  Note the words, “I have learned,” and “I am instructed.”  These are classroom words.  The word translated “instructed” is mueo, which meant “to be initiated into a secret.”  This is the word that is used for the induction process into the mystery religions of Paul’s day, or might be used for induction into a secret order today.    What does this mean?  Is Christianity like Freemasonry, which has secrets which are divulged only to the inductees?  Well, yes and no.  Christianity does contain secrets, and unhappily, they are often well-kept secrets.  However, it does not harbor secrets intentionally, as Freemasonry does.  It does not intend to “keep” secrets, but it has many things within it that are secrets in the sense that very few learn them.  





	Reach for a dictionary and look up the word esoteric.  This is a very meaningful word, though not commonly used.  The word means “understood by only a select group; belonging only to a select number; private, secret, confidential; intended to be communicated only to the initiated.”  Christianity is esoteric in this sense: it is understood and experienced only by insiders, only by those who are initiated into its life and privileges by a spiritual birth and a spiritual walk.  It is like the stain-glass window of a cathedral at noonday.  The outsider will not see or appreciate its content, but the insider will experience its full radiance and glory.  It is a matter of naivete to take an outsider’s opinion about Christianity as authoritative.  He simply cannot know what he is taking about, and his presumption is pathetic.  But the spiritual Christian is party to all the truths that are “secrets” to outsiders.  





	The offer of the Gospel is made to all, but only those wise enough to respond to Christ on His terms will see or experience the full glory of it.  Contentment is one such truth, one such “experience,” one such glorious reality.  Only those who go “far enough up and in” will know this secret.  Only those who know the blood-mark of Christ’s mighty redemption, the birth-mark of Christ’s mighty salvation, and the bond-mark of His magnificent service, can know real contentment.  And even with those “esoteric” qualifications, this lesson must be learned over a slow and painful course.  No one acquire contentment in a quantum leap.  Each believer must serve his apprenticeship in the school of Christ if he is to learn the lesson of contentment.





	Paul said, “I have learned how to be abased and how to abound.”  His contentment had been extended to every circumstance of his life.  Now, it is easy for us to sit in our relative ease and comfort, or in only moderate difficulty, and shrug our shoulders at Paul’s statement.  But one cannot read the book of Acts without knowing that Paul lived almost without relief in a climate of crisis.  If you want a summary, ready II Corinthians 11:23-28.  I am personally embarrassed when I read this “catalogue of crises” from Paul’s pen.  It was in this climate, in this context, in this classroom, that Paul was initiated into the secret of contentment.  





	He said, “I know how to be abased.”  Only a person ignorant of Paul’s life would challenge this declaration.  He was knocked down again and again to the basement of life, and while at the bottom, he learned the invincibility of Christian contentment.  





	He also said, “I know how to abound,” and this lesson may be even more difficult to learn than the other.  One Sunday morning years ago in First Baptist Church of Dallas, Texas, Dr. George Truett, the pastor, received a note from a church leader while seated in the pastor’s chair and waiting to preach.  When he rose to preach, he made this announcement: “We need to pause for special  prayer for a member who has come to sudden crisis in his life.”  Then he mentioned the member’s name and prayed for him.  At the end of the service, Dr. Truett said, “I think I neglected to mention the nature of our brother’s new crisis.  A rich relative in his family has died, and he has inherited a fortune.  This may prove to be the hardest crisis he will face in his lifetime.”  Friends, it is harder to carry a full cup than an empty one.  Our society may be the most restless society in history, yet we are the most affluent people the world has ever known.  





	The Bible presents the Christian ideal in these words: “Let your lifestyle be without covetousness; and be content with such things as you have: for He hath said, I will never leave thee, no forsake thee.  So that we may boldly say, The Lord is my helper, and I will not fear what man shall do unto me” (Hebrews 13:5).   Note that man may do many things to me, adverse things, deadly things, diabolical things, even to taking my life, but I still need not fear, because nothing shall separate from the love of God which is manifested to me through Jesus Christ my Lord (Romans 8:37-39).  As a Christian, I am forever enveloped in the redemptive love of Christ.   Note also the clear order expressed in Hebrews 13:5: “He hath said” . . . “so that we may boldly say.”  When our lives and lips echo the clear truth of God’s revealed Word, we will have contentment!





	While studying for this message, I came across a great list of truths in a sermon on contentment preached by the late great London pastor, Dr. D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones.  He calls them steps in Paul’s logic as he builds his argument about Christian contentment.  Here is the list: “(1) God is concerned about me as my Father, and nothing happens to me apart from God.  Even the very hairs of my head are all numbered.  I must never forget that.  (2) God’s will and God’s ways are a great mystery, but I know that whatever He wills or permits is of necessity for my good. (3) Every situation in life is the unfolding of some manifestation of God’s love and goodness.  Therefore my business is to look for this peculiar manifestation of God’s goodness and kindness and to be prepared for surprises (italics mine) and blessings because ‘His ways are not my ways, neither His thoughts my thoughts’.  (4) I must regard circumstances and conditions, not in and of themselves, therefore, but as a part of God’s dealings with me in the work of perfecting my soul and bringing me to final perfection.  (5) Whatever my conditions may be at this present moment they are only temporary, they are only passing, and they can never rob me of the joy and the glory that ultimately await me in Christ.”  We need to rehearse this list in our minds and hearts until these truths become “first nature” to us.





	All of us need to select a seat in Christ’s classroom, and ask Him to teach us these lessons which lead to contentment.





III.  THE COMPONENTS OF CONTENTMENT





	Finally, we will examine some of the components of contentment.  What are the working parts of contentment?  Though there are many, I would mention just two.





	The first component of Christian contentment is a solid doctrinal foundation.  Now, this will disturb the mentally lazy person, the person who is slouchy and indifferent in his thinking.  But that person will also remain without true contentment.  He will not know his loss or his deficiency until some shock interrupts his life either personally, domestically, socially or nationally—such as the recent attacks on the United States.  Then he will discover that he “failed to thatch his roof before the storm came.”  What an advantage the studious and spiritual Christian has in situations like that!  And it is definitely time to check the kind of “thatching” that you have done on “your roof,” because it looks like some devastating storms may be coming! 





	But what doctrine is most vital in securing Christian contentment?  This doctrine—the sovereignty of God.  And the attending doctrine—the Lordship of Christ.  You see, we hold these doctrines because they represent eternal bedrock reality.  The person who truly knows that God is in control of his life and of his world, and that Jesus is absolute Lord, may be contented in any circumstance.  When a Christian believes that his condition, whatever it is, is determined by God, or at least is permitted by Him according to His pleasure, then that Christian can learn to capitalize adversity for his own advantage, for the good of others, and for God’s glory.  He knows that all things are ordered wisely and kindly by a heavenly Father.  He knows that his Father is working everything together for good, though the good may not yet be seen.  He knows that the present threatening circumstance will finally work for him and others “an exceeding and eternal weight of glory,” and that he cannot finally lose in any situation. 





	One of the greatest hymns ever written is entitled, “How Firm a Foundation.”  Many who sing it never pause to meditate on its words and thus miss the blessing of those words.  Furthermore, most hymnals include only four stanzas, but the original song had five.  If we could appreciate the meaning of the original third stanza, we could better know “how to be abased,” or how to face less-than-desirable circumstances in our lives.  Here is the original third stanza, followed by the more familiar fourth stanza.  I have also supplied italics to the words which speak of our “secret”:





			“When through the deep waters I call thee to go,


                                     The rivers of woe shall not thee overflow;


                                      For I will be with thee thy troubles to bless,


                                      And sanctify to thee thy deepest distress.





			   When through fiery trials thy pathway shall lie,


                                      My grace, all-sufficient, shall be thy supply;


			    The flame shall not hurt thee; I only design


			    Thy dross to consume, and thy gold to refine.”





	I must be very careful to say that the sentiments stated in these words of the great hymn apply only to Christians.  God addresses non-Christians with a different message.





	With regard to the recent horrible events on the national scene, let me bluntly say that they were orchestrated by God (and frankly, it makes little difference to me whether you say they were “caused” or only “permitted” by Him), that they were unquestionably necessary in His Providence (and the most likely reason was to clearly and firmly address this nation) for the highest good at the least loss, and that He intends this nation to make a radical adjustment to Him at this time.  The adjustment called for includes radical repentance of personal and national sin and the practice of a radical and happy daily walk with Him on a personal basis.   To the person without Christ, these events should alert him to repent of his sins and trust Jesus Christ as his own personal Savior and Lord, and thus to begin the same kind of contented and happy walk with Christ that all Christians are to have.





	Since I have mentioned the recent New York/Washington terrorist acts in this message, someone will voice the age-old protest, “Then, if God is really sovereign, why did He allow these things?  Why didn’t He prevent them?”  This is, in effect, a request for God to totally eradicate evil from the world.  But there are many, many implications of this request which we probably are not willing to face. You see, if you are asking for a total eradication of evil from the world,  you are dictating something about yourself first.  You are, in effect, asking for a total eradication of yourself!  After all, are you not a sinner?





	Let me answer the protest with an illustration that was shared by Dr. Kenneth Foreman, professor of doctrinal theology at Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary: “Imagine two horsemen.  One sits astride a horse, every movement of which he initiates and controls absolutely.  The horse does not move a fraction of an inch in any part unless the rider decides it shall so move and sees to it that the movement is made.  Here we see absolute control.  The other rider sits on another horse.  This horse makes various movements which the rider does not command or initiate.  But the rider is still fully in control.  The first horse is a hobbyhorse; the second is a spirited five-gaited show horse.  But which is the better horseman?  The boy operating his mechanical horse in the corner drugstore, or the prize-winning rider at the horse show?  Is it actually more to God’s credit that He shall ride His universe like a hobbyhorse, or like something alive with intelligence and spirit?”  The answer surely seems to be self-evident to me.  The ingredients of practical risk, real though limited human freedom (within prescribed limits sovereignly determined by God), and human responsibility must be admitted in order to honor Scripture and see reality.  





	You see, we must hold a high view of God’s perfect sovereignty, but we do not take away the modified self-determining freedoms which the Bible gives to man in order to hold that view.  If those freedoms are not intact, the idea of cultivating contentment is a vain idea.  But Paul clearly pictured those freedoms when he spoke of learning the lesson of contentment and being instructed in Christ’s classroom of life.   





	The other component of contentment I would mention is a strong devotional faith.  This, too, can be easily misunderstood.  The word “devotional” is often taken to mean quiet and peaceful.  But your devotional life is your total life of commitment to Jesus Christ, whether it occurs in the your living room, your prayer closet or in the middle of a howling mob.    





	Any true devotional faith has a negative side and a positive side to it.  Negatively, it will mean  the elimination of certain things from your life.  Author Sue Bender dismissed a lot of contentment-killers from her life when she explained her personal victory as a Christian in these words: “Contentment came from giving up wishing I was someone else, or somewhere else, or doing something else.”  You see, all factors that oppose contentment must be weeded out of your character if you are to be truly contented.  There are some things that are natural to sinners that must not be spared.  One is pride—the pride of thinking that I am really a good person (against all the contrary evidence), or that nothing is too good for me, or that I am too good to be subjected to evil circumstances.  Another is self-preference, a subtle but deadly attitude which is natural to sinners.  Jesus solves this problem by commanding us to love our neighbors as ourselves.  Another contentment-killer is covetousness.  The Bible identifies covetousness as a form of idolatry.  No wonder then that a covetous person is not contented.  The elimination of these factors, and all other enemies of contentment, will enable the Christian to establish residence on “Serenity Street”.  





	The positive side of the necessary devotional faith must begin with the attitude we have about the circumstances of our lives.  If we are to have contentment, it is urgent that  total acceptance be given to circumstances that are beyond our immediate control.   Furthermore, we must learn to “accentuate the positive, and eliminate the negative,” as the old song says.  We must learn to cease complaining and practice praising—in all circumstances.  We must maximize all advantages and minimize all adversities.  Let me help you at this point by sharing Dot Aaron’s great poem entitled “The World Is Mine”:





                            “Today, upon a bus, I saw a lovely maiden with golden hair;


                              I envied her—she seemed so happy—and I wished I were so fair.


                              When suddenly she arose to leave, I saw her hobble down the aisle;


                              She had one foot and wore a crutch, but as she passed, she had a smile.


                                         O God, forgive me when I whine; 


                                         I have two feet—the world is mine!





                              And when I stopped to buy some sweets,


                              The lad who sold them had such charm.


                              I talked with him—he said to me,


                              ‘It’s nice to talk with folks like you.’


                              ‘You see,’ he said, ‘I’m blind.’


                                         O God, forgive me when I whine;


                                         I have two eyes—the world is mine!





                             Then walking down the street, I saw a child with eyes of blue.


                             He stood and watched the others play;


                             It seemed he knew not what to do.


                             I stopped for a moment, then said:


                             ‘Why don’t you join the others, dear?’


                             He looked ahead without a word, and then


                             I knew he could not hear.


                                        O God, forgive me when I whine;


                                        I have two ears—the world is mine!





                             With feet to take me where I would go,


                             With eyes to see the sunset’s glow,


                             With ears to hear what I would know,


                                        O God, forgive me when I whine;


                                        I’m blessed indeed!—The world is mine.”





	Most of all, Paul’s motto in our text must be fully implemented in our lives: “I can do all things through Christ who keeps on infusing His strength into me.”  An automobile that has a functional and powerful engine beneath the hood does not need to be manually pushed down the street.  A Christian who is trying by his own will-power and effort to live for Christ is disregarding the “engine” of the Christian life, the indwelling and infilling Presence and Power of Christ Himself.  But a Christian who is doing all things in the strength of Christ is being used by God to demonstrate the character and conduct of Jesus to the world.  Believe me, that person will be contented!





	Again, we must be sure that we understand Paul’s “secret of serenity” stated in verse thirteen:  “I can do all things through Christ who keeps on infusing me with His strength.”  The secret is in the proper relation and the proper balance between “I” and “Christ.”  Not “I only,” as if Christian living depended entirely upon me.  Nor is it, “not I at all,” as if the “I” is eradicated and eliminated, and Christ is the only one acting.  So it is not “Christ only,” as if He lives the life for me, within me, and in total disregard of me.  No, it is “I through Christ.”  So the Christian life is not a mere circle with “I” at the center, or a circle with only “Christ” at the center.  It is a two-centered ellipse (“I in you, and you in me,” Jesus said), with the “I” surrendered to Christ, and Christ infusing the “I” with His strength.  





	You will remember that I said earlier that a Christian is to have victory in life, death, and eternity.  Since sudden, violent, tragic death have been much in the news recently and would seem to be a coming threat to other Americans, let me address the subject of death in the conclusion of this study.  You see, the Gospel is really true.  When a person dies in Christ, death is eternal gain.  “To me to live is Christ, and to die is gain,” Paul said in Philippians 1:21.  Life is but a moment when compared to eternity.  The best life on earth is poor compared to eternal life in Heaven.  And death (from whatever cause) is the means of transition from one life to The Other.  So a Christian can even learn contentment in facing death, and each Christian should do so.





	The doctor said to the young parents, “I hate to be the bearer of sad news, but your little daughter is incurably ill.”  After days of searching agony, the devout Christian couple said sincerely, “God’s will be done.”  Then they debated the question, “Should we tell her?  After all, she’s nine years of age and has received Jesus as her Savior.  She is older than her years, so why shouldn’t we prepare her?”  There in the quiet of the hospital room with their only daughter the father said, “Darling, I want to talk to you about something that is very hard for me to say.  The doctors say that you have a disease that they can’t cure.  We have prayed that God would heal you, but it seems to be His will that He take you to Heaven to live with Him.  Very soon now, it will be like God sends a long train to get you and take you to the beautiful city where He lives.”  Quick as a flash, the little girl’s face lighted up as she looked into her daddy’s eyes and said, “Daddy, will Jesus be at the station to meet me?”  The father smiled tenderly as he said assuringly, “You bet he will, Darling!  And what’s more, Mother and Daddy will be on another train soon to join you.”  I repeat, a Christian who is taught in Christ’s school can have contentment in life and  in death, and His eternity is guaranteed!  Let this thought linger beyond the reading of these words: Every Christian should have victory in life and death, and be contented in both.  And His eternity is guaranteed!
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