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If you wanted to learn how to be a great homerun hitter, you’d take lessons from Hank Aaron. If you wanted to learn 

how to be a great quarterback, you’d take lessons from Tom Brady. If you wanted learn how to be a great investor, you’d 

take lessons from Warren Buffet. If you wanted learn how to be a great guitarist, you’d take lessons from Jimi Hendrix. 

If you wanted to learn how to be a great video gamer, you’d take lessons from Johnathan Wendel, also known as 

“Fatal1ty.” And if you wanted to learn how to have joy in the midst of adversity, even a worldwide pandemic, you’d take 

lessons from the Apostle Paul.  

  We’re beginning a new study from the book of Philippians: Joy No Matter What. As we look for hope in the midst of 

this pandemic, we’re taking a break from our series, Meet the Neighbors…because right now with the need for social 

distancing, it’s hard to meet the neighbors.  

  Philippians is one of the most loved books in the Bible. I’d encourage you to memorize it by learning a verse a day. 

Make it a family project.  

  Philippians is the happiest or most joyful letter that Paul wrote. Philippians teaches us how to find joy in the midst of 

difficulty. Joy isn’t happiness. Happiness is dependent on “what happens” or on whether things are going well. No, joy 

remains even in terrible suffering. Rick Warren defines joy as, “the settled assurance that God is in control of all the 

details of my life, the quiet confidence that ultimately everything is going to be alright, and the determined choice to 

praise God in every situation.” 

  I love how S.D. Gordon explains what makes joy unique: “Joy is distinctly a Christian word and a Christian thing. It is 

the reverse of happiness. Happiness is the result of what happens of an agreeable sort. Joy has its springs deep down 

inside. And that spring never runs dry, no matter what happens. Only Jesus gives that joy. He had joy, singing its music 

within, even under the shadow of the cross.” 

  This short book of Philippians is the most joyful book in the Bible. Paul uses the Greek words for joy and rejoicing 16 

times in only 104 verses. Yet, he writes from a dingy Roman prison, a place we associate with misery and trial, which 

most assume are the opposites of joy. He’s surrounded by every conceivable obstacle to joy, so how can he have joy? 

Today we want to study If you want joy in spite of everything… from Philippians 1:1-8.  

  Before we dig in, let me give you a little bit of background. The Apostle Paul made his first visit to Philippi, recorded 

in Acts 16. There he meets Lydia the seller of purple by the riverside and leads her to faith in Christ. Then, he casts a 

demon out of a young girl. For this act of kindness he’s thrown in jail and beaten. There he leads the jailer to Christ and 

baptizes him and his family in the middle of the night. Soon after that he leaves town but from that small beginning a 

great church was born.  

  Since Paul founded the church and had personally led the charter members to Christ, they naturally looked to him with 

great love and gratitude. A bond was formed that would never be broken. Ten years later Paul found himself in prison in 

Rome awaiting trial before Caesar. He was under a type of house arrest, which meant he was watched by the Praetorian 

Guard (a group of elite Roman soldiers), chained to a guard 24/7. He’s imprisoned, yet has great joy. (Can you see how 

his experience dovetails with our feeling “imprisoned” by the Coronavirus?) Philippians is his letter to these Christians 

back in Philippi. It’s not a “feel sorry for me” note. This letter brims with joy, love and encouragement. If we want to 

learn how to have joy in the midst of adversity, we can learn from the Apostle Paul. The heart of the letter begins in 1:3 

with Paul’s thanksgiving for the Philippians.  

  

1.We must learn to faithfully practice gratitude, vss. 3-5. “I thank my God in all my remembrance of you, always in 

every prayer of mine for you all making my prayer with joy, because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day 

until now.” 

  What are you thankful for? Who are you thankful for? Have you expressed that? Is gratitude a habit in your life? Would 

those closest to you say that you’re a grateful Christian?  

  Paul begins by expressing his gratitude for all that the Philippian believers meant to him. He remembered his friends—

and his memory led him to give thanks to God. Thanksgiving then led to joyful prayer on their behalf.  

  Paul chose to focus on the positive. How many of us could say the same thing about our prayers? What about our 

prayers for others? Do we begin with thanking God for things in the lives of those that we’re praying for.  

  It’s amazing when you thank God for people and look for things in their lives to thank God for how your own heart is 

changed as you pray for them. Thankful prayer makes all the difference.  

  When asked how he dealt with his many enemies, Abraham Lincoln replied, “If at all possible, I turn them into my 

friends.” That radical transformation is possible as we pray with thanksgiving even for those who oppose us. George 



Buttrick once advised praying for your enemies this way, “Lord, bless this person whom I foolishly regard as an enemy. 

Keep him in thy favor. Banish my resentment.” 

  Our remembrance of others shouldn’t stop with warm feelings. Our remembrance should be turned God-ward, into 

heartfelt prayers for them. Turn your remembrances into prayer.  

  In Ephesians 6:18 we’re told to “pray at all times in the Spirit.” 1 Thes. 5:17 says we’re to “pray without ceasing.” 

These verses don’t mean we’re to quit our jobs and spend all day every day in prayer. The word translated “without 

ceasing” was used of a hacking cough. Someone with a hacking cough is always coming back to it after brief intervals.  

  I have allergies 365 days a year, pretty much 24/7. Let me say that having a chronic cough during a pandemic gets me 

lots of “safe space.”  

  Prayer isn’t an ordeal. It’s to be a frequent, common conversation between us and our Heavenly Father. And the Lord 

uses prayer to change the heart of the one doing the praying, as well as to work in the hearts of others. It’s amazing how 

God’s love flows through me when I pray for people.  

  If you’re having trouble with someone, even if it’s your mate or a family member, pray often for that person. It’s hard 

to stay angry at someone you’re praying for daily! James Boice states, “I think that ninety percent of all the divisions 

between true believers in this world would disappear entirely if Christians would learn to pray specifically and 

constantly for one another.”  

 

We must grow in our confidence in God, vss. 6. “And I am sure of this, that He who began a good work in you will 

bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.” I love this verse! This is one of Jane’s favorite verses in the Bible. 

Many consider it one of the greatest verses in the Bible. Theologians use it to defend the doctrine of the perseverance of 

the saints. I don’t like that phrase, “the perseverance of the saints.” It puts the emphasis in the wrong place. I prefer to 

say that I believe in the “perseverance of God” and the “preservation of the saints.” Philippians 1:6 teaches us that we 

will be “preserved” to the end because God will always “persevere.” What our God starts, He always finishes. Note three 

things from this verse.  

  God takes the initiative in starting His work in you. God is the one who “begins a good work” in us. Salvation always 

begins with God. He makes the first move. If God didn’t make the first move, we’d make no move at all. 

  Did you hear about the country preacher who was being examined for his ordination to the ministry. When asked how 

he’d become a Christian, the preacher replied, “I did my part and God did His.” That sounded strange, so the pastors on 

the council asked him to explain “his part in salvation.” He said, “My part was to run from God as fast as I could. God’s 

part was to run after me and catch me and bring me into his family.” That’s a wonderfully biblical answer. All of us were 

born running from God, and unless God took the initiative to find us, we’d still be running away from Him. 

  God takes personal responsibility for completing His work in you. What a comforting truth. God has a “good work” 

that He intends to use in your life and in mine. Nothing will block the accomplishment of that divine purpose. God 

intends that all of His children be conformed to the image of Jesus Christ. He won’t rest until that “good work” is finally 

finished. 

  You don’t see them anymore but when I was a child there was a popular button among Christians that read 

PBPGIFWMY. Those cryptic letters stand for a most important truth: “Please be patient. God isn’t finished with me 

yet.” Thank God, it’s true. I may not look like much, but God isn’t finished with me yet. When you look in the mirror 

and even deeper into your own soul, you may not like what you see, but God isn’t finished with you yet. 

  There’s good news and bad news in this truth. The good news is that since God isn’t finished yet, we have great hope 

for the future. The bad news is that since God isn’t finished yet, He won’t let us stay as we are today. He’s going to keep 

chipping away at us until we are conformed to the image of Jesus Christ.  

  As we’ve faced this crisis, I’ve prayed that God would use this to bring revival in my life and in our church, and in His 

Church throughout the world. We easily grow passive spiritually. 1 Peter 1:7 says, “For it is time for judgment to begin 

at the household of God.” I believe God is doing some needed pruning of our souls. He’s heating up our circumstances 

to move us forward spiritually. I know that He’s been doing that in my heart. 

  Spiritually, most of us have a long way to go, and some of us have an enormous distance to travel. But it doesn’t matter. 

I’d rather be six inches from hell heading toward heaven than six inches from heaven heading toward hell. Direction 

makes all the difference. Let’s not waste this. I don’t want to waste this, do you?  

  Today, if you find yourself in the muck and mire of personal defeat as you read these words, be encouraged. Maybe 

you’ve been depressed, drowning in self-pity or giving into anger with this crisis. It’s not too late. Child of God, He’s not 

finished with you yet. Turn around, run to Jesus. If you’ve been sent to the bench for a personal foul, learn the lessons 

God has for you and get back in the game.  

  God guarantees the outcome of His work in you. Not only does God start the process, and continue the process, God 

also guarantees its ultimate outcome. He will “bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.” 



  That means that God won’t be turned aside by difficulties of any kind. He’s so determined to make you like Jesus that 

even your own backsliding won’t ultimately hinder the accomplishment of His purpose.  

  Someday you and I will stand before Jesus Christ as redeemed children of God—holy, blameless, and complete in 

every way. We’re a long ways from that today. But a better day is coming for the people of God. What is incomplete will 

be made complete. What is unfinished will be finished. What is lacking will be made full. What is partial will be made 

whole. What is less than enough will be far more than adequate. What is broken will be fixed. What is hurt will be 

healed. What is weak will be made strong. What is temporary will be made permanent. 

  God has promised to do it and He can’t lie. Has God begun a good work in your life? Do you feel incomplete and 

unfinished? Fear not, child of God. He will complete His work in you. We can serve God, we can live without fear – no 

matter what happens. Maybe we need to get one of those T-shirts that say “NO FEAR” in big letters. Because our Father 

has got this! If you have confidence in God, you can have “NO FEAR” as you face whatever happens.  

 

We must have warm affection for our brothers and sisters, vss. 7-8. “It is right for me to feel this way about you all, 

because I hold you in my heart, for you are all partakers with me of grace, both in my imprisonment and in the defense 

and confirmation of the gospel. For God is my witness, how I yearn for you all with the affection of Christ Jesus.” 

  Paul explains his affection this way. First, he has a personal commitment: “I hold you in my heart.” Second, shared 

ministry: “for you are all partakers with me of grace.” Third, divine testimony: “For God is my witness, how I yearn for 

you all with the affection of Christ Jesus.”  

  Sometimes the world can counterfeit this, but it can’t duplicate it. This is why people go to bars hoping to meet that 

special someone. It’s why they join clubs and social organizations, and why they serve on community improvement 

groups, or visit chat rooms on the Internet.  

  People desperately want this kind of deep relationship but don’t have a clue where to find it. The affection Paul had for 

the Philippians—and they for him―comes only through a shared relationship with Jesus Christ. Those who know Jesus 

are joined in a spiritual bond that runs deeper than any human tie. It’s because of Jesus we love each other. He loves us 

with an infinite love, a cross-centered love, that overflows out of our lives for each other.  

 

God offers us an invitation to real joy. So, how could Paul feel so joyful, so positive? One thing we know is that it 

wasn’t because of his circumstances. He’s in jail, in chains, on trial for his life, physically weak, and mistreated by 

professing Christians. If anyone had a reason to be angry or bitter, it was Paul. Yet, instead he speaks of joy, 

thanksgiving, gratitude, confidence, and the deep affection he felt for other Christians. Although his circumstances 

weren’t ideal, he refused to let his circumstances dictate his emotions. By God’s grace he chose to rise above his 

circumstances. 

  So, which is harder—to be in prison or out? Most of us would say it is harder to be in prison and easier to be out. That’s 

the quick answer but it’s not the right one. The correct answer is – it all depends. There are people behind bars who are 

truly free because they’ve discovered the life-changing power of a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. There are 

many people who are “free” in the sense that they aren’t in jail, and yet the chains of bitterness, anger, lust, despair, 

greed and a host of other sins enslave them. 

  That leads us to a statement that might serve as a theme for this entire series. Joy does not depend on circumstances 

but on a living relationship with Jesus Christ.  

  If you don’t have joy right now, don’t blame your circumstances. They were never meant to bring you joy in the first 

place. If you build your life on circumstances, you’re going to be miserable as often as you’re happy. You need a source 

of joy that does not change―an eternal perspective that comes only from knowing Jesus Christ. 

  Many years ago I learned a little acrostic based on the word joy. Let me share it: To have joy means…  

J—Jesus First. 

O—Others second. 

Y—Yourself third. 

 

  It’s a statement both simple and true—when Jesus is first in your life, you can have joy that goes beyond your 

circumstances. If you know Jesus, you have discovered the central reality of the universe. Build your life on Jesus 

Christ―and you can have joy…even in a pandemic. Build your life on Jesus Christ and you can have joy no matter 

what, even in a prison cell. 

 

Conclusion: The foundation of Paul’s joy and our joy goes back to verse 1 when Paul writes “to all the saints in Christ 

Jesus who are in Philippi.”  



  Saints aren’t super Christians. The idea that sainthood is the state of a few exemplary Christians is contrary to the New 

Testament usage, which applies the word to every true Christian. Paul writes to the saints in Rome, Ephesus, and even 

Corinth, referring to the whole church. The word literally is “holy ones.” It looks at the standing of every believer before 

God by virtue of the fact that when a person believes in Christ’s sacrifice for his/her sin, God forgives all their sin and 

sets that person apart unto Himself. We are set apart from this evil world; we are set apart from serving ourselves; we 

belong to God, set apart by Him to do His will.  

  As a saint, a person set apart unto God, we’re not to withdraw from our culture, as the Amish do. We’re to live in the 

culture, but to live distinctly from the culture. Just as it’d be odd for a wealthy man to live homeless on the streets 

because such behavior is opposed to his true identity, it should be odd for a Christian, a saint, to live in the same manner 

as those who aren’t set apart unto God. Our attitudes, values, speech, selfless focus, humility, love, commitment to truth, 

should mark us as saints in Christ Jesus.  

  Years ago two brothers were convicted of stealing sheep. It was a harsher time and they were both branded on the 

forehead with the letters ST, to indicate “sheep thief.” The one couldn’t bear the stigma, became bitter, and moved away. 

Eventually he died and was forgotten. The other chose a different course. He said, “I can’t run from what I did, so I’ll 

stay here and win back the respect of my neighbors and myself.” As the years passed, he built a solid reputation for 

living as a Christian and his testimony. One day a stranger saw him, now an old man, with those letters “ST” on his 

forehead. He asked a townsman what they signified. “It happened a long time ago,” said the villager. “I’ve forgotten the 

particulars, but I think the letters are an abbreviation for ‘saint’.” 

  To be a saint in Jesus Christ is foundational for true joy. Only those who have committed their lives to Christ can have 

true and lasting joy.  

  Do you want joy? Give your life to the Savior. Give your life to Jesus so that He can give you His never-ending joy, joy 

that endures in spite of circumstances. Joy that endures even through a pandemic! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 


