PAUL'S SECRET

     Like many households, my children represent two extremes in their personalities.  For example, when the boys were small, we would work on puzzles together.  Regardless of the difficulty, my oldest son would shun any help that I would offer saying, “I can do it myself.”  On the other hand, my youngest would hardly try because at the first sign of trouble he would respond, “I can’t do it.”  Neither of these reactions is particularly positive, so I would try and teach the boys a more appropriate reply.  The funny thing is that recently I have found myself using these same childish responses to the difficulties I face as an adult.

     Oftentimes, I have come against issues where I run full steam ahead, thinking to myself, “I can handle this.”  I see the problem; I know what needs to be done; and I begin to work my plan.  It is not until my plan turns into a mess that I turn around and run to God, pleading for help in my self-made chaos.  Then there are the other times when the problem seems so great that I think, “I can’t do it. I’ll never make it through this.”  Over the past few years, life has felt like a roller coaster, and I am ready to get off of this ride. 

     Philippians 4:13 is one of my favorite verses, but it has recently taken on new meaning to me.  Paul says, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.”  I had always thought that this scripture was one of those power verses that we would quote in order to motivate ourselves.  I could just see the apostle Paul standing before a crowd of thousands and mightily declaring this scripture, while the congregation roared with applause.  But this was not the case at all.  Paul was not being heralded before millions; he was in chains, under arrest.  He was not out starting churches or proclaiming the gospel; he was sitting alone with no freedom to accomplish what God had placed in his heart.  This scripture began to have greater meaning to me once I realized how it felt to be chained to problems or imprisoned by my own shortcomings, once I knew what it meant to have dreams in my heart seem to go unfulfilled. The fact that Paul could write such an incredible statement while facing a pit of hopelessness and despair is quite remarkable.  Paul knew a secret that it would serve us well to figure out.

     To understand this secret better, we have to go back to verse 12.  Paul says, “I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty.  I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.  I can do everything through Him who gives me strength.”  Paul realized that the decision of whether or not he would make it did not depend on his circumstances; it depended on God.  He did not live according to his surroundings, but according to the Spirit of God.  If he had money or if he didn’t, God would supply his needs.  If things were going his way or if they weren’t, God was his joy.  If he had trials or if he didn’t, God was his peace.  If he was surrounded by loved ones or if he was alone, God was his strength.  Let’s look at some important pieces in Paul’s extraordinary statement:

• Times of plenty and famine.  We have to realize that we are going to deal with seasons of abundance and seasons of lack.  Circumstances will always change, but if we are going to live a victorious life, we must not let our circumstances change us.  Paul was able to depend on God to carry him through the bad times and the good.  It’s the old adage about being the thermostat instead of the thermometer.  The thermostat determines the temperature of its surroundings, while the thermometer changes depending on the temperature surrounding it.

• Can-do attitude.  We must develop a positive, can-do attitude that keeps us moving forward even when our circumstances are trying to push us back.  Even though Paul was imprisoned, he continued to fulfill the calling God had placed on his life.  If he could not tell the people about God’s grace in person, then he would write about it.  If he could not write about it, then he would send others to preach the message.  If he could not find anyone to send, then he would pray for God to raise up more people.  Paul was determined that his situation would not prevent him from doing what God had asked him to do.

• God-given strength.  God is the source of our strength.  We spend an incredible amount of time striving and figuring, trying to make things work, when God is asking us to trust Him.  When we try to depend on our own strength, it fails us.  We become worn out and frustrated.  No matter what situation you are facing today, God wants you to find your strength in Him.  A great scripture that lays out the plan to help us trust in God is Proverbs 3:5, 6, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight.”  This tells us to avoid leaning on our own understanding and instead talk to God about every situation and every feeling.  As you cast your cares on Him, you will begin to trust Him more and more.  

     If you are facing a difficult situation today, then I challenge you to get up every morning this week, look yourself in the mirror, and say, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.”  Regardless of your situation, God will give you the grace and the strength to get you through it.

