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It was years ago in an article published in the Atlantic that I first became acquainted with the long-term 
happiness study of Harvard graduates. Have you heard of that study? It’s an amazing study that has been 
going on for more than 70 years.   

In 1937, some researchers in the Psychology department at Harvard decided that they we tired of 
studying sick people, they were tired of asking ‘what makes people sick’, and they wanted to study healthy 
people instead, they wanted to ask, ‘what makes people psychologically healthy?’ So, they chose 268 young 
men at the university who seemed like the healthiest people on campus. They handpicked folk who seemed 
bright and well-adjusted and put together, and they committed themselves to following these 268 men over 
the course of their life to see what values and habits and practices went into healthy living. So you can 
imagine: these Harvard students were some of the best and the brightest and most privileged people in this 
whole country: smart, wealthy and well-adjusted. For 72 years these men were examined and interviewed and 
given extensive questionnaires about their mental health.   

The results were surprising. What would you expect for the future of 268 Harvard men identified as 
emotionally healthy? You would expect happiness. You would expect storybook lives filled with success and 
accomplishment. These were young men poised not just to climb the ladder of success; they were ready to fly 
up it. 

But that’s not what happened. While there were certainly some success stories, and there was 
happiness to be found, a surprising number of these lives crashed and burned. A surprising number of these 
lives limped along. Depression, alcoholism, divorce, drug use all clouded their sunshiny lives, and many of 
these bright young things ended up in the dark, wondering what it all amounted to. By age 50 fully one third of 
these men suffered from mental illness. Alcoholism was common and even killed some of them.   

One interesting case was case #141. The psychologists who started the study gushed about what a 
wonderful young man this was: “The following participant the qualities of a superior personality: stability, 
intelligence, good judgment, health, high purpose, and ideals.” What happened to case 141? In his 30’s he 
divorced, became bitter, alcoholic. He dropped out of life, smoked dope, lived on a houseboat and died young.  
Wow! 

There are all sorts of conclusions people have drawn from this study, but for our purposes tonight the 
conclusion that I’ve come to is: life is hard. It is incredibly hard to navigate life. Even the best and the brightest 
and most privileged are like men walking a tightrope in the wind. Life is dangerous and uncertain; life is like 
walking a tightrope in a crosswind.   

Paul hasn’t conducted any 72-year psychological studies, but by the time Paul writes Philippians he’s 
been walking life’s tightrope for a while, and he’s endured some strong winds. And now, speaking out of his 
experience, in this letter I think Paul is advising the Philippians on how they too may run their race, plot their 
journey, walk their tightrope. So far that’s what we’ve seen. He’s told them not to try the road of pride and 
success; that’s what he talks about in Philippians 3. “I was a Pharisee of Pharisees! I tried to outdo all my other 
colleagues.” He’s told them instead to choose the path of Jesus, the path of his death and resurrection, the 
path of service and mutual love. He’s urged them to walk Jesus’ path with discipline. Press on, strain forward! 

Now in our passage, Paul gets more specific. In a series of instructions, he offers some suggestions 
about how to persevere along the road with Jesus. You see it most clearly in 4:1 where Paul says, “OK brothers 
and sisters, here is how you do it. Here is how you stand firm in the Lord. Here’s how you endure in Christ. 
Here’s how you keep your balance on the tightrope, even when the wind is blowing hard.”  



 

There are a whole list of disciplines and practices Paul mentions. Too many for one sermon I think. But 
this evening I would like to focus on two of them that I think are central and which Paul seems to emphasize. If 
you want to be a healthy, enduring Christian person, these two qualities, these two virtues should probably be 
at the center of who you are. Please understand what I am trying to say with these two emphases!!! These are 
not the keys to a successful life. These are not the keys to becoming a highly effective person. These are not 
ways to win friends or influence people. These are ways to stand firm in the Lord.   

The first is prayer. “In everything, by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving, make your requests 
known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in 
Christ Jesus.” Regularly, personally, daily, thanking God for his gifts and laying out your needs before him is 
basic to our health. I know this sounds basic and boring. Maybe you think ‘Here we go! I’m going to hear 
something I’ve heard a million times from the pulpit. This is the part where the preacher tells us to do our 
devotions and say your prayers.’ But please don’t think that! Because if we listen closely Paul is saying 
something interesting and profound. 

Paul’s instruction on prayer here contains 2 parts: there’s a part urging us to pray and a part which 
offers a promised result to our prayer. The first part is straightforward. ‘Pray,’ says Paul, ‘by thanking God and 
bringing him all your requests.’   

The second part, the promised result, is surprising. You would expect the sequence to go something 
like this: “Let your requests be made known to God, and” …what do you expect here? I think you would 
expect: “Let your requests be made known to God and God will answer your requests. Tell God your needs 
and he will answer your needs.”   

But Paul doesn’t say that. There is no promise that God will give you what you ask for in your prayer. 
The promise is simply that the peace that passes understanding will keep your hearts and minds in Christ 
Jesus. Not that your problems will go away, not that your disease will be healed, not that your job will 
suddenly improve, not that your marriage will instantly be healed, not that your child will suddenly turn his life 
around, only this: that the peace of Christ will guard your heart and keep it steady in Christ Jesus. 

I think this is the center of prayer. Yes, I believe that God answers prayer and prayer changes things. 
Yes, I believe that God does act on our requests. But the mystery of how God responds to individual requests, 
and how he answers prayers for help and healing is very deep, and it is not the center of prayer. The center of 
prayer is us laying ourselves before God, and the peace of Christ, which passes all understanding, guarding our 
hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.   

You should take the word ‘guarding’ literally. In the Greek, it’s the same word used for a garrison of 
soldiers deployed to protect an important person, or an important place. So, the image is God’s Spirit 
establishing a perimeter, establishing a line of defense around some central place in our self. At their deep 
center, our hearts and minds are guarded by Christ’s peace. It’s not our whole self that’s guarded. Outside the 
walls of this deep guarded place, things can get very messy and uncertain. Outside the walls, we can be full of 
doubts and questions, temptations can torment us, outside of the walls of this central place fears can wail and 
sins can accuse. Outside the walls, our minds can be a riot of questions and worries. But in prayer we know 
that all this misery is not the center of us; at the very middle of ourselves, in the very deepest part of us there 
is a still place, a fortress, a safe room, where the peace of God, which passes all understanding guards and 
keeps our minds in Christ Jesus. 

Our prayers don’t create this inner fortress. It’s a gift of God. It’s a work of the Spirit and when we pray 
by giving all our requests and troubles to God, it is as if we retreat back into that central place where God’s 
Spirit protects, it’s as if we go to that place where our spirit cries with His Spirit “Abba, Father,” and we know 
ourselves to be his children.   

This is real. At my previous congregation there was a family attending our church. They had a daughter 
in the youth group who I got to know pretty well. They didn’t stay members; they left a couple of years after I 
came (a coincidence I’m sure!). Years after they left, I ran into the daughter who had been in my youth group 
at Sam’s Club. She was a young woman now, married with a child. I asked after her parents, and she told me 



 

that her mother had died of cancer just the previous year. I told her I was sorry and I think I asked how it had 
gone. And she told me that her mom had been diagnosed a couple of years earlier and they had fought it with 
chemo and they had prayed like crazy, made all their prayers and requests known to God, but after two years 
her body wore out and she died. At that point I think I said something like: “I’m sorry. That cancer is hard to 
beat.” And she looked at me and said humbly, but with deep certainty, “We feel like she did beat the cancer.” 

What did she mean by that? I think you know. She was talking about the peace that passes 
understanding. Outside that fortress created and guarded by the Spirit, terrible things happened to her 
mother. Outside of that place, there were tears and disappointments, fears and uncertainties and bodily 
decay, but in the midst of all that, by prayer and thanksgiving, her mother never stopped living out of that 
place where the Spirit was in control, where she knew that nothing could separate her from the love of God 
that is in Christ Jesus her Lord. The cancer beat against the walls of her fortress, but it could not get it. 
Prayer will not solve all your problems. It won’t. But when the wind is blowing and you are walking the 
tightrope, it will connect you with the one who rules your heart, the one who is a still point in this world. 

The second quality Paul urges is Joy. He’s really serious about this one. So serious he says it twice:   
Rejoice in the Lord always, I will say it again: Rejoice!” Actually, he says it more than twice, in the book of 
Philippians joy is mentioned 14 times. Paul has joy on the brain, and he is eager not only to call them to joy but 
to make his whole letter a joyful letter.   

Why is Paul so jazzed about joy, and what exactly is he recommending? It’s not happiness or 
cheerfulness. People sometimes caricature Christians as if they are plastic people, smiling fake smiles all the 
time, pretending to be happy. This is nonsense. The New Testament refers to happiness very little and 
promises it even less. The New Testament is very interested in joy. Christians are urged to live in joy, not 
happiness.   

What’s the difference? A couple of things. Joy is different in its source. Happiness depends on the day’s 
weather; happiness needs sunshine and good times to survive. Joy can live in any weather. Happiness is a 
surface above ground phenomenon; joy comes from the deep roots. Or to put it another way: joy comes from 
that deep place within us where the Spirit guards our hearts and minds; happiness comes from a shallower 
place where the weather is variable.   

Joy also looks different in its expression. There are different ways that people can make us feel good.  
If someone comes up to you and gives you a compliment for work well done, it is uplifting. You’re a teacher 
and two years after you had a student you get a letter from him that says, “I just loved it in your classroom.  
You did such a wonderful job, you were patient with us, you challenged us, I learned so much in your class!  
You are a great teacher.” You get a note like that, and you feel good. A rush of surprise and pleasure. You feel 
happy.   

Compare that to a slightly different expression of affection. You are a grandparent of a two-year-old 
child and you come over for dinner on a Friday night and your car pulls into the driveway, the child bursts out 
of the front door of the house and runs up to you with her eyes shining and says: “Grandpa! Grandpa! 
Grandpa!” She throws her arms around you. Again, you feel good. But this time, you feel joy. 

Both incidents are good, both incidents are a blessing, but the second is better than the first. The first 
lifts you up for a moment but it soon sends you back to work, making sure your next school day matches your 
high standards. The second doesn’t send you anywhere to do anything. Because you didn’t do anything to 
deserve it. It wasn’t something you earned; it was simply an expression for the fact of your existence. When 
someone loves you just because you exist, and expresses that love to you without condition, that’s an 
expression of joy and the joy you receive from that never goes away.   

The power of these kinds of expressions of joy is rooted in the fact that they are expressions of 
unconditional love. They are expressions of a love which is given, not because the other person is skilled, 
useful and beautiful, but simply because they are. And that unconditional love is God’s kind of love.  It’s the 
love that lives inside the trinity. It’s the love that flows between Father Son and Holy Spirit every day, and in 
Jesus’ death and resurrection it’s the love that overflowed the banks of the trinity and drenched us. When 



 

Paul says “Rejoice in the Lord always, I will say it again, rejoice,” he is imagining and hoping and praying that 
expressions of the Lord’s sort of love, this sort of joy in the gift of each other will flow freely in the Philippian 
church and in LaGrave church and in all churches.   

How will that look? Shall we all greet each other like 2-year-olds? Probably not. But if in some way we 
can somehow communicate that we can be with each other without a need to be impressive or to be 
impressed, if we can communicate an affection for each other that has nothing to do with accomplishments, if 
we can love each other out of the overflow of Christ’s love for us when it has nothing to do with our 
accomplishments, we will have something strong and beautiful. Something that will help us walk the tightrope 
of life. 

The study of the Harvard grads concludes with all sorts of suggestions about how to live your life. The 
persons tell you do this, don’t do that; here’s how to handle conflict; here are the best defense mechanisms, 
here are the top 5 behaviors predictive of happiness. They’re interesting, worth reading. But I want to tell you 
not what you need to do, I want to tell you what you already have: you are surrounded by the unconditional 
Love of your Lord Jesus Christ, and the peace that passes all understanding is already guarding your hearts and 
minds in Christ Jesus. Congratulations. Blessed are you. Let that hold you steady when the wind is blowing and 
you are out there on the tightrope.            ©Rev. Peter Jonker 
       
 


