Brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable – if anything is excellent or praiseworthy – think about such things. Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me – put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you.

There is much in this world for which we can give thanks. There is much in this world that is wonderful and excellent. When you have children, I think you become keenly aware of the beauty of life. Children are a wonder and the miracle. Of course, they can wind is up, drive us mad and cause us not to get enough sleep overnight, but it is incredible that we have the gift and privilege of bringing this new unique individual life into the world. But when you have children, you also become aware that for all its beauty the world can also be lost and broken place. Children act like a lens for us and when we see the world through their eyes then we see more clearly of its cruelty and brokenness. Picture a street full of graffiti and rubbish and broken glass. It's bad enough, but put a child into that picture and suddenly we see how wrong it is.
And most parents first instinct is to try and protect their children from the brokenness of the world and that is a good instinct; that is why children have parents. One of the first duties of parents is to protect their children from harm and from some of the darker and more disturbing aspects of the world. A recent report from the Chief Executive of the Mothers' Union has revealed how worried parents are about the way their children are being forced by the world around them  - by the advertising and entertainment industry in particular - to grow up before they are ready.  We do need to allow children to be children and not force them to enter the adult world before they are mature and ready enough.

But there is another duty that parents have towards their children. We cannot keep children locked away from the world, hermetically sealed from its ugliness. Children need to get out into the world but they must do that having learnt how to understand the world and how to deal with it. Parents need to equip their children with habits of thought and action that mean when they face difficulties and problems they can respond well. There it is in the Bible, in the book of Proverbs,
Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it.

Children need to be trained to develop good habits, habits that will enable them to grow to maturity and to live well in the world. This is not only the duty of parents, of course, every single one of us has a responsibility to ensure that we create a world in which goodness, compassion, kindness, honesty and gentleness flourish.

With this in mind, St Paul urges the small Christian church in a place called Philippi to think on these things: "whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable – if anything is excellent or praiseworthy". Think of these things but not only think about them but also, says St Paul, "put it into practice". In other words: develop habits of thought that lead to good actions. So ponder very deeply these things, think about these things:

Whatever is true - we are to spend time thinking about things that are true. In fact, we spend a great deal of our time listening to things that are untrue - gossip, speculation, hype, misleading advertising. There are so many things that claim to give us happiness or power that they are only an illusion. Instead we are to give our thoughts to those things that we know to be true and honest. Think on these things

Whatever is noble - does that sound a little bit old-fashioned? That we should try and live lives that are noble or as the word is sometimes translated "honourable"? If it does sound a little quaint, then perhaps that tells us something about the time in which we live. Am I right in thinking that we seem increasingly cynical about the possibility of goodness? A lot of our entertainment seems to be based on sneering at other people. Don't let the cynicism and triviality of the world around you stop you from seeking to live life that is honourable.

Whatever is right - the word is Greek here can also be translated as "just". We are to think justly and rightly about the world. Again, at the risk of sounding a little bit old school there are some things that are right and some things that are wrong. It is not always easy in every circumstance to know which is which but we are to cultivate habits of thought that allow us better to see the difference between right and wrong and act upon it.

Whatever is pure - purity can sound like a pretty boring thing, perhaps a little buttoned up and repressed but when something is pure it is not mixed up with those things that spoil and destroy. Purity is about refining our motives and thoughts, turning them away from things that will denigrate and degrade ourselves or others towards the things that lead to life. 
Whatever is lovely - how good to dwell on that which is lovely, those things that bring out of us a loving response. You can choose to dwell on that which is unpleasant, destructive and ugly - by age eighteen, the average American child will have seen 20,000 violent acts on TV, including 16,000 murders – or  here is an invitation to seek out that which calls out of us a better response, a response of love and affection.

Whatever is admirable, excellent and praiseworthy - there are some things in life that really are worth pursuing, things that are to be admired, the excellent and worthy of praise. Again, we may be tempted to settle for something less than the very best but, says St Paul, fix your thoughts on that which is excellent and live life to the full. Accept no substitutes! Don't take second best!

Sometimes we believe that we can't help what we think but that's not the case. As though somehow what our mind gets up to is nothing to do with us. It is possible for us to get into bad habits of thought but it is also possible for us to get into good habits. And this really matters because what goes on in our heads affects what we actually do in the world. As Jesus said, " A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit." If what goes on in here is good then there will be good fruit. 
What St Paul is speaking about is not the power of positive thinking or that we should all float around Leek thinking lovely things. He's saying that unless we learn to think well we will fail to act well. If we want to live lives that are full and joyful and fruitful then we need to think about these things. So where's your head at? What fills your thoughts? Where do your daydreams go? If we think on these things, these good things, then we will begin to live life as God intended it and the consequences of that will be that we will know God's peace in our lives and in the lives of those around us.
