
Philippians 1:12-26 Joy: Where and When You’d Least Expect It.   
 
Paul’s letter to Philippians is one of the four letters – Philippians, Ephesians, Colossians, 
and Philemon -  that seem to have been written while he was a prisoner at Rome. This 
part of his life and ministry is described in the final chapter of Acts.  When he arrived at 
Rome Paul had already been a prisoner for over two years. He was confined for another 
two years in Rome before his case was settled.  His confinement was evidently not in a 
small dungeon-like cell (tradition says that he suffered that kind of imprisonment later in 
the Mamertine Prison of Rome).  Rather, probably because he was a Roman citizen, we 
are told that he was allowed to stay in rented quarters. Luke says that he stayed “by 
himself at his own expense.” Well not exactly by himself, because Luke adds “with the 
soldier that guarded him.”  We think he was probably chained to this guard, at least most 
of time, because he refers to “his chains” several times in these letters.  
 
This letter is not like Corinthians or Galatians, written in response to reports of 
difficulties or crises in the church to whom he writes. Nor is it like Romans or Ephesians 
written primarily for instruction as an explanation of specific teachings.  It has a much 
more personal tone than those other letters of Paul.  The Philippian church had recently 
sent to him a gift by the hand of Epaphroditus. He writes to express his thanks for that 
gift and the love for him that it signifies. Moreover, Epaphroditus, soon after his arrival, 
had become gravely ill and Paul writes to assure the Philippians that, by God’s grace, he 
has recovered.  The Philippians seem to have been intensely concerned for Paul’s well 
being and he is writing to let them know how it goes with him. In these verses that we 
just read Paul assures them that, not only is he well, he even has cause to rejoice.  His 
response to their concern is really quite remarkable when you think about it.  Quite 
different from what we might have written.  
 
We might have described in details the specifics of our imprisonment and the charges 
against. We might have complained or least been tempted to complain. He doesn’t spend 
much time or ink on describing his situation. Paul doesn’t complain. There is no hint of 
bitterness at the injustice of it all. No anger directed at Roman oppression or Jewish 
bigotry.  He expresses no frustration at the lack of privacy or the fact that, in would might 
be the most productive years of his life, he is unable to travel and preach. No carping 
about the ever present chain biting into his wrist or ankle.  What Paul wants them to 
know, above all else, is that God is using “what has happened to me” (literally “the 
things that are up against me” or “the things that are coming at me”) for good, for 
the progress of the gospel.  Then from explaining how he views the specific 
circumstances of his imprisonment he addresses a question that was certainly on their 
minds and hearts, even though probably not expressed. Would he be convicted and 
executed?  His answer whatever happens will be God’s good gift. If he dies – so much 
the better – he will depart to be with Christ. If he lives this will be an opportunity to 
continue spreading the gospel.  
 
It is helpful to consider what Paul is not saying.  This is not stoic fatalism – surrendering 
to the inevitable good or bad “I can’t do anything about it, so why waste emotional 
energy on it.” 



Nor is it a “polyanna” kind of optimism.  I try to convince myself that this is good, even 
when there is no evidence that it is good, and when in fact, I know that it is difficult, 
painful, hurtful.  
It is not “putting the best face on it” or “keeping a stiff upper lip” for the benefit of others. 
That would be insincere, if not plain dishonest, and there is no hint of insincerity here.  
This is not Paul “being brave;” It is Paul being honest.  
He really believes what he is writing. God really is at work here, the gospel is really 
being advanced – and in the strangest places, among the Praetorian guard - eternal good 
is really coming out of this temporary affliction. Paul sees it and rejoices in it.  
 
By the way – the Praetorian Guard (or Palace Guard) were the Emperor’s own 
“household” troops. They were under his direct command, and their mission was to 
protect his person against all threats.  By the time of Paul these professional soldiers 
guarded the city of Rome acting as police as well as soldiers. They also guarded some of 
the more important imperial cities and residences on the Italian Peninsula. They 
numbered in the several thousands, about the size of a legion of the regular military, and 
had become an important force in the politics of the Empire.  Paul’s imprisonment took 
place during the reign of Claudius. Claudius had become emperor when the Praetorian 
guards assassinated his predecessor Caligula. So the fact that the gospel had spread 
throughout the Praetorian Guard was an amazing development, in which Paul could 
rightly rejoice. Instead of seeing an oppressive captor and guard at the other end of that 
chain, Paul saw a captive audience, a sinner who was in desperate need of the good news 
that God in Christ forgives and accepts sinners. Instead of death; Paul saw nothing but 
gain - the prospect of being with Christ. Instead of life Paul saw the prospect of fruitful 
labor for Christ – of living his life so purposefully that he could write “for me to live is 
Chirst.”  
 
What I would like you to consider this morning is that this extraordinary 
perspective on suffering, on life, on death is not unique to Paul – in fact it is the 
common heritage of all who follow Christ. It is our heritage. Such a perspective may be 
rare in the world at large, but it is not rare among those who follow Jesus Christ.  
Certainly not all Christians face suffering and death with a victorious faith like Paul’s, 
but there have been, in fact, many Christians who illustrate what Paul writes here, who 
have shared his perspective on suffering, life and death.  
 
In one respect we might expect this – after all followers of Jesus Christ are supposed to 
follow Christ.  He is the one who taught us that “Greater love has no man than this – that 
he lays down his life for his friends.” From our Lord we learn that a life well lived, is one 
given for others.  Jesus also taught us to expect opposition and suffering – “A servant is 
not greater than his master – if they persecuted me, they will persecute you . . . and they 
will do this “on account of my name.” In fact, he said, “The hour is coming when 
whoever kills you will think he is offering a service to God.” “In this world you will have 
tribulation, but take heart, I have overcome the world.” It even seems that suffering is not 
just an unpleasant result of following Christ; it is God’s design for those who follow – 
one of the ways in which the gospel advances.  “Unless a grain of wheat falls to the 
ground and dies, it remains alone. But if dies, it bears much fruit.” John 12:24 “I am 



sending you out as sheep in the midst of wolves, so be as wise as serpents and as innocent 
as doves.”  There are many wonderful examples of this kind of outlook among Jesus’ 
followers.  
 
St. Lawrence was one of seven deacons in the church at Rome in the late 200’s.  The 
Prefect (governor) of Rome demanded that St Lawrence turn over the riches of the 
Church. St Lawrence asked for three days to gather together the wealth. He worked 
swiftly to distribute as much Church property to the poor as possible, so as to prevent its 
being seized by the prefect. On the third day, at the head of a small delegation, he 
presented himself to the prefect, and when ordered to give up the treasures of the Church 
he presented the poor, the crippled, the blind and the suffering, and said these were the 
true treasures of the Church. One account records him declaring to the prefect, "The 
Church is truly rich, far richer than your emperor." The Prefect didn’t get the joke. In his 
anger he had a great gridiron prepared, with coals beneath it, and had Lawrence placed on 
it. After the martyr had suffered the pain for a long time, the story goes, he quipped "I'm 
well done. Turn me over!" With this comment he became the patron saint of cooks, chefs, 
and comedians. 
 
He is also one of the reasons that within a century of his death – the gospel had 
conquered the Roman Empire.  His suffering and death “served to advance the gospel.” 
His life like His Lord’s, like Paul’s, was “poured out” for others who needed to know that 
God forgives sin and accepts sinners.  
 
Or, we may jump forward a thousand years to the Reformation era, that great rediscovery 
of the gospel of grace. Nicholas Ridley and Hugh Latimer were Protestant pastors in 
England when the fanatically Roman Catholic Mary became Queen. Among other 
offenses they encouraged people to learn to read so they could read the Bible for 
themselves. They preached the good news that because Jesus Christ died for our sins, 
sinners can be forgiven and accepted by God. For this they were arrested, tried, convicted 
of heresy and treason, and  
 
. . .  were burned at the stake in Oxford on October 16, 1555. As he was being tied to the 
stake, Ridley prayed, "Oh, heavenly Father, I give unto thee most hearty thanks that thou 
hast called me to be a professor of thee, even unto death. I beseech thee, Lord God, have 
mercy on this realm of England, and deliver it from all her enemies.”  As they burned, 
Latimer encouraged Ridley, "Be of good comfort, Mr. Ridley, and play the man! We 
shall this day light such a candle by God's grace, in England, as I trust never shall be put 
out." 
 
Isn’t this the very perspective that Paul provides in the verses we read. Suffering, life, 
death all may be weighed against the advance of the gospel and the honor of Jesus Christ. 
Don’t we see in Ridley and Latimer the very spirit that Paul commended to the 
Philippians - “Full of courage, now and always, that Christ would be honored in their 
bodies whether by life or death.” 
 
Closer to our times, the first American foreign missionary – Adoniram Judson – provides 
another striking example of the perspective with which Paul wrote these verses.  Judson 



and his first wife Ann left Massachusetts in 1812 and 6 months later arrived in Rangoon, 
Burma (now Myanmar).   Over the next 38 years Judson would bury 2 of his 3 wives and 
7 of his 13 children in Burma. Judson never saw his mother and father again and only 
once returned to America in 1845. Burma was hostile to outsiders, especially westerners, 
and hostile toward the gospel. Judson and Ann battled through cholera, malaria, 
dysentery, in the 100 degree plus heat to learn the Burmese language and begin 
translating the Bible. It was six years before they saw the first convert to the gospel and 
they saw little progress for nearly twenty years. During that time the British bombarded 
the harbor of Rangoon to open Burma to trade and advance their empire. Judson, as a 
westerner, was suspected of being a spy, arrested, imprisoned and tortured for two years.  
While prison, Judson reportedly told another prisoner “It is possible my life will be 
spared, if so, with what ardor shall I pursue my work! If not, His will be done. The 
door will be opened for others who would do the work better.”   
 
Eleven months after his release Ann died, and six months after that their infant daughter 
died.  He suffered terribly from depression. But in 1831 here seemed to be a movement of 
God’s Spirit in Burma, a “spirit of inquiry” as Judson called it. He had learned the 
language, his translation work was proceeding, he had written or translated various 
Christian tracts, which were now in demand. “We have distributed nearly 10,000 tracts, 
giving none but to those who ask. Some come two or three months journey, from the 
borders of Siam and China – “Sir, we hear that there is an eternal hell, We are 
afraid of it. Tell us how to escape from it!” or “Sir, we have seen a writing that tells 
us about an eternal God. . . give us these writings. We want to know the truth before 
we die.”  Or “Are you Jesus Christ’s man? Give us a writing that tells us about 
Jesus Christ.”  
 
Judson died at sea of illness, at age 61. He was buried at sea. At his death the Bible was 
translated, an English – Burmese dictionary had been written, an indigenous church of 
over one hundred thousand had been planted.  Today there are over 3600 Baptist 
congregations in Burma. Over 3.2 million Christians (about 6.5 % of population).  If 
you’d like to read more, John Piper wrote a short booklet (free), and preached a 
biographical sermon. A more expansive treatment is John’s Duesing’s Adoniram Judson, 
a collection of essays.  
 
We could go on indefinitely. There are abundant examples from the history of the church 
that exemplify the same spirit and perspective which expressions itself through Paul’s 
words to the Philippians. There are some wonderful more recent examples of house 
church leaders in China, for instance.  That spirit and perspective on suffering, on life and 
death has enlivened the church, the followers of Jesus continually for two thousand years.  
And it is not seen and felt only through the lives of the best known and most famous 
Christians. It is in as much evidence in among the rank and file.  I suspect you have 
known believers of this sort. You have seen followers of Christ who have faced suffering 
and even death with a joyful confidence, a victorious, unshakeable faith.  You’ve seen 
believers who have faced protracted illness or intense pain, a loveless or difficult 
marriage, loneliness, poverty, physical disabilities, the loss of a job, not just with patient 
endurance, but with joy.  They may not be apostles or pastors or missionaries, but their 



lives are no less eloquent in declaring God’s grace and goodness. Their suffering has 
demonstrated God’s presence and grace and God has used their joyful testimony to 
advance the gospel.  They have not feared death and, in fact, viewed it with a certain joy, 
as a means of deliverance, the doorway through which to “depart and be with Christ.” In 
them you’ve seen and learned what “To live as Christ and to die is gain” looks like in the 
flesh.   
 
And what about you and me? Are our present circumstances a means of advancing the 
gospel? If God can use sickness to advance the gospel, can’t he do the same or more with 
health? If He can use imprisonment as a means of proclaiming Christ, what about 
freedom? If he can use poverty and loss to honor His Son, can’t He bring honor to Christ 
out of our plenty?  
 
In Christ, God has forgiven us, accepted us, and set us apart for his purposes. The Spirit 
of Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, who helped Paul, indwells and empowers us. There is no 
reason at all that we can not live up to our heritage. No reason at all that we cannot take 
up this perspective and allow God to use us to advance the gospel, to honor his son. 
Where we are, right now, in this time, in this place, in these circumstances, we can trust 
God. “For me, for us, to live is Christ.”   


