
When you feel like you’re in prison because you are         Philippians 1:12-18  

Philippians: Joy No Matter What                                                          Sermon 03 

 

What do you think it would be like to be a prisoner? Last week I finished reading, The Long Walk, about seven men 

who escaped from a Siberian  prison camp  during World War II. It’s unbelievable what they suffered.  

  You may have heard of Victor Frankl (picture). Dr. Frankl was a prisoner at Auschwitz during World War II, and was 

well-acquainted with terrible suffering. Though he saw life at its worst, he observed that some prisoners survived the 

horrors of that Death Camp while others did not. He became curious as to why. In his book, Man’s Search for Meaning 

(picture), he shared the conclusions he came to and wrote: “Everything can be taken from men but one thing: the last of 

human freedoms-the ability to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances.” Frankl was right. Our attitude is 

always a personal choice. 

  Some choose to embrace optimism. You may have heard of the 90-year-old man who married a 24-year-old girl. For 

the wedding, he bought a new suit with two pairs of pants. Then he purchased a new house with a 30 year mortgage, 

located next to an elementary school so their future children wouldn’t have far to walk.  

  But others choose to look at life with a pessimistic perspective, like the boy preparing for a test. He told his dad, “I’m 

going to fail this test because I don’t understand the material.” His father responded, “Son, you have to be positive!” 

“Okay,” the boy replied, “I’m positive I’m going to fail this test!” 

  We’re studying the book of Philippians: Joy No Matter What. The Apostle Paul wrote Philippians while a prisoner of 

Rome. His circumstances were enough to make anyone miserable, yet we find Paul overflowing with joy. What’s the 

secret? How could Paul be filled with joy? Paul put into practice the words of Jesus, that the only way to find true life is 

to lose your life for the sake of the Lord Jesus. True happiness only comes by living for Jesus and sharing Christ in every 

situation. 

  Paul chose the only path that leads to joy. He chose to look at life through eyes of faith. It wasn’t wishful thinking or 

naivete. His optimism is based on faith, a conscious decision to look at life through what confidence in God provides. It 

means having joy even When you feel like you’re in prison because you are. It’s a commitment to put your trust not in 

the ever-changing circumstances of life, but in an unchanging God (James 1:17).  

  One of the wonderful blessings of choosing faith-filled optimism is that we can see what faithless, pessimistic people 

miss. All of us face trials, so our perspective makes all the difference. This passage clues us in on how Paul victoriously 

responded to terrible difficulties. By having his perspective we too can have a faith-filled optimism. That’s because… 

1.Adversity opens up new doors for the gospel, vss. 12-13. “ I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to 

me has really served to advance the gospel, so that it has become known throughout the whole imperial guard and to all 

the rest that my imprisonment is for Christ.” 

  The word “advance” is a military term and refers to the movement of an army into enemy territory. As soldiers move 

forward, they clear away obstacles, open the roads and build pontoon bridges so the whole army can advance 

unhindered. Paul is saying that his imprisonment—which seemed to be a setback—actually served to advance the gospel 

in Rome. 

  There were a long chain of events that led to this moment. It started in Acts 21 when Paul went to Jerusalem to the 

Temple. Lies spread that he’d violated Jewish law which led to a mob scene where Paul was severely beaten and would 

have been murdered if the Roman authorities hadn’t stepped in and arrested him. He’s sent to Caesarea to stand trial and 

held without bail for two years. While there he shares his faith in Christ with the Roman governor, who listened 

attentively but kept Paul in confinement, hoping for a bribe. Eventually he’s put on a ship with other prisoners and sent 

to Rome. The boat never made it, but is caught in a violent storm. Paul and the other survivors are washed up on the 

shores of Malta. Finally, he’s brought in chains to Rome and kept under house arrest, awaiting trial before Caesar. 

Meanwhile his enemies spread false rumors about him, attempting to destroy his reputation and ruin his ministry. 

  That’s the backstory of verse 13, “what has happened to me.” As Paul looks back, he sees clearly that everything 

happened for a divinely-ordained purpose—false rumors, riot, beating, arrest, years of confinement, the shipwreck, and 

his house arrest in Rome. All of it now is clearly seen as part of God’s plan to bring him to Rome at precisely this 

moment in precisely this situation so that he’d be exactly where God wanted him to be. 

  Do you really believe that God is in control? As a believer, Paul had a high view of the providence of God. That’s the 

belief that God is in charge of everything that happens to us—the good and bad, the positive and negative—and that in 

some way often unknown to us, God orders all things, so that what happens to us is for our good and His glory.  

  This doctrine is a lot easier to believe when things are going well, when our health is good, our family is together, our 

marriage is positive, our career is moving forward, and we have money to pay our bills, a good church to attend, friends 

who love us, and everything is coming up roses. It’s something else though to say that you believe in God’s providence 



when your health is bad, marriage is failing, family is blown apart, career is going nowhere, and friends have turned 

against you. That’s when you discover what you truly believe. 

  How could Paul look at his circumstances in such a positive light? Paul evaluated everything by Kingdom Priorities. 

It’s very noteworthy that he doesn’t mention his circumstances or complain about his imprisonment. It’s as if it doesn’t 

matter. The only thing he cares about is that the gospel is being shared and people are coming to Christ. Since Paul lived 

solely for Jesus and His Kingdom, he could find something to rejoice about even in prison. He knew God was in control 

and sent him there for a purpose. 

  He found that purpose at the other end of his chain. Paul was guarded by members of the elite Praetorian Guards. These 

highly-trained soldiers numbered about 9,000. They were paid double the normal wage and served for 12 years, after 

which most of them retired in Rome. They became a powerful political force, putting forth nominees for the Roman 

Senate. 

  These Praetorian Guards were one of the most important groups in Rome. How would Paul reach them with the gospel? 

He couldn’t invite them to go to church with him. He’s imprisoned. God wanted to reach the Praetorian Guards so He 

had Paul unjustly arrested and sent to Rome where he’s chained to a member of the Praetorian Guards 24/7. Since they 

changed guards every six hours, Paul had a new audience four times a day, 28 times a week, and over 2900 times in two 

years. It’s why Paul could say the gospel had spread through the entire palace guard. He’d personally witnessed to 

hundreds, maybe thousands of them, during his confinement. He wasn’t chained to them; they were chained to him. God 

designed a “chain reaction” for the spread of the gospel. Only God could think of something like this. 

  In Saudi Arabia it’s illegal to be a Christian or share the gospel, but God isn’t limited by laws. Wealthy leaders bring in 

Filipino women to be nannies for their children. The vast majority of these Filipinos are Christians. Future kings, queens, 

and business leaders of this Muslim nation sit on the laps of these Christian women. Think of the impact of their 

nurturing witness! 

  Often we see God’s hand at work only in retrospect. Paul didn’t know that he’d end up in jail in Rome preaching to the 

guards. The same is true for all of us. Rarely do we see the “big picture” while we’re in the midst of a great trial. We 

may never know what God is doing. Wouldn’t it be great to hear someone share later? “So and so from Grace Church 

shared the gospel with me and I came to Christ during the Corona crisis in 2020.” It’s why we must patiently trust God 

even in trials, even when we don’t understand.  

  Trials and painful circumstances aren’t an obstacle for God. You can be chained in the will of God and be innocent. 

Sometimes God puts you in “chains” because you can reach more people than you ever could in freedom. 

Paul saw God’s hand at work in his trials, thus he could rejoice. Jesus is Lord even in prison! He has His people behind 

bars so they can spread the gospel! 

 

2. Faithfulness in adversity encourages others, vs. 14. “And most of the brothers, having become confident in the Lord 

by my imprisonment, are much more bold to speak the word without fear.” Have you ever noticed that courage is 

contagious? Paul’s courage spread to believers who watched him courageously suffer. Pain can be productive. Though 

he’s in prison on false charges on trial for his life, his courage encouraged others to boldly share their faith across Rome.  

  So, how did Paul encourage fellow believers while he was in prison? I can think of at least four answers: a) He faced 

his difficulty with joy. b) He used every opportunity to speak up for Christ. c) He demonstrated freedom from fear. d) He 

refused to complain or blame others. 

  Persecution of the Church is always a growth plan. Tertullian (picture) said “the blood of the martyrs is the seed of the 

church.” It’s why the Church is growing exponentially in Iran and China. You can kill the messenger but can’t kill the 

message. Enemies of the gospel have done their best to wipe out Christianity. If you stop it one place, it will spring up in 

another. It continually springs up where it’s supposed to be stamped out. 

  It’s easy to rationalize, “I’m waiting for a better time” but God says, “Go ahead and speak up. I don’t need good 

circumstances to do my work.” Hard times give us great opportunities to serve the Lord and share the gospel. 

 

3. Times of adversity will reveal our real friends, vss. 15-17. “Some indeed preach Christ from envy and rivalry, but 

others from good will. The latter do it out of love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel. The former 

proclaim Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely but thinking to afflict me in my imprisonment.” No matter how you 

read them, these verses sound strange. Paul is speaking about two groups of genuine believers in Rome. One loves him 

and preaches the gospel from good motives. The other, for some reason, is jealous of him and took advantage of his 

imprisonment to divide the body of Christ.  

  It’s important to note that these selfish preachers aren’t false prophets or apostates. If they were, Paul wouldn’t have 

rejoiced in their preaching. No, they are true brothers in Christ who used Paul’s suffering as an opportunity to advance 

their own cause. They had the right message (the gospel) but shared it out of the wrong motive. Their message was good, 



the motives were bad, and their methods very questionable. The word translated “selfish ambition” was used of 

politicians building a personal following. It’s tragic when people in church play politics.  

  Every pastor will tell you that the biggest shock in the ministry was having Christians, church members, attack them. 

As Pastor Steve Cole (picture) writes, “I have found over the years that the most stinging criticism comes from fellow 

believers, not from the world. You expect the world to be hostile, but you also expect Christians to be on your side. Yet I 

have encountered the most hostility from those in the church, not from those outside.” During this pandemic I’ve had 

three friends in the ministry share how they were attacked by folk in their church, one because he canceled services to 

protect people. 

  Paul wasn’t perfect. No pastor is. Like Paul, every pastor knows what it is to be maligned. But Paul used it to be an 

occasion to rejoice. I’m not that spiritual, yet I’ve learned to pray that God will use “friendly fire” to reveal sin in my 

own life and use it to grow me to be more like Jesus. 

  Are you being attacked? Maybe by a loved one or someone who was once a friend? What’s your unpleasant 

circumstance? What causes you to suffer? We must learn to rejoice even in the struggles because God can use them to do 

great things in you and for you, in your life and in the lives of others.  

  Sure, we can respond angrily and become bitter. Or we can learn to see suffering as God’s chisel to sculpt marred 

sinners into saints. We can begin to see, “In all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been 

called according to His purpose.” Paul’s perspective enabled him to see amazingly wonderful things his trials 

accomplished for God’s glory! 

 

4. Periods of adversity demonstrate our ultimate values, vs. 18, “What then? Only that in every way, whether in 

pretense or in truth, Christ is proclaimed, and in that I rejoice Yes, and I will rejoice.” Here’s his triumphant conclusion. 

Paul chose to rejoice in spite of pain, prison or critics. His focus was glorifying God and sharing the gospel of Christ.  

  As long as people hear the gospel, it doesn’t matter what’s said or done to him. He knew that “the main thing is to keep 

the main thing the main thing.” For Paul, the “main thing” is the gospel and he refused to be diverted by lesser issues like 

how some trash-talked him. On one level, it’s an irritation and needless. But ultimately, what others did didn’t matter. 

The mission of sharing the gospel was everything and Paul wasn’t going to be distracted.  

  The word gospel simply means “good news.” The biggest problem each of us face is that our sin has alienated us from 

God. The good news is that a loving God hasn’t left us in our mess. Nor does He expect us to earn our way back to Him, 

which no one can do, because it requires perfect righteousness. 

  Instead,  “God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8). 

Jesus Christ, the sinless Son of God, met the requirements of God’s Law. That’s how He could go to the cross as the 

Lamb of God, to take away the sin of the world (John 1:29). And God offers to every person a full pardon from sin and 

total reconciliation to Himself based on what Christ did on the cross. The only way to receive this deliverance from 

God’s judgment is to believe in the Lord Jesus Christ (Acts 16:31; Eph. 2:8, 9).  

  To believe the gospel is not to just give intellectual assent to the facts of the gospel. To believe the gospel means to 

commit your life to the Lord Jesus as your only Savior from sin. You can say that you believe an airplane will carry you 

to Los Angeles, but you don’t truly believe it until you get on board. Only then is your faith effective in transporting you 

to L.A. 

  The most important thing that this world needs is not a vaccine for the Coronavirus. It’s the cure from sin. The cross of 

Christ is the only cure. That’s the gospel! You can’t get out of this world alive without believing it! 

 

Conclusion: Adversity comes to all of us sooner or later. We’re not given a choice about most of the things that happen. 

Yet, since adversity comes to all of us sooner or later, one thing that we can choose is our attitude.  

  Will we trust God with faith-filled optimism? Or, will we drown in a sea of pessimism? Paul refused to be defeated by 

his difficult circumstances. He chose to see God’s good hand at work in every situation. We can do the same and rejoice, 

even when we feel like we’re in prison, even when isolated because of a pandemic.  

  How can we live like Paul? By committing ourselves to the truth that God has a purpose in whatever happens to us. 

Often that purpose is hidden from us. Paul didn’t see the big picture until he got to Rome. Until then, he simply trusted 

God each moment, seizing every opportunity to share Jesus. 

  During one particularly hard moment in his political career, Winston Churchill (picture) wondered out loud why a 

certain thing had happened to him. His wife replied that it was a blessing in disguise. “If it is a blessing in disguise,” 

Churchill declared, “it is certainly well disguised.” Some of you are dealing with well-disguised blessings at this very 

moment. You can see the dark cloud, but where’s the silver lining?  

  Even when we can’t see, we can trust. Never doubt in the dark what God showed you in the light. When we choose to 

trust God, when we rejoice even in trials – God will use us and use it for the spreading of the gospel.   



  In Nik Ripken’s book, The Insanity of God, (pictures), he shares this true story: Dmitri was a Russian pastor 

imprisoned by the Communists for his faith. He was the only believer among 1,500 hardened criminals. His captors 

tortured him to force him to renounce his faith, but Dmitri held firm. For 17 years in prison, every morning at daybreak, 

Dmitri would stand by his bed, raise his arms in praise to God, and then he’d sing a HeartSong to Jesus. 

  The other prisoners would laugh, curse, and jeer. They’d bang metal cups against the iron bars in angry protest. They 

threw food and sometimes human waste to try to shut him up and extinguish the only true light shining in that dark place 

every morning at dawn. 

  One day Dmitri found a full sheet of paper and a pencil in the prison yard. He rushed back to his cell and wrote every 

Bible verse, every story and song he could recall. He posted it on a damp pipe in his cell as an offering to the Lord. A 

guard saw it, beat, and punished him, and threatened him with execution. As guards dragged him from his cell down the 

corridor, the strangest thing happened. Before they reached the door leading to the courtyard—before stepping out into 

the place of execution—1500 hardened criminals stood at attention by their beds and all began to sing the HeartSong that 

they’d heard Dmitri sing to Jesus every morning all those years. 

  Shocked, the guards released their hold and backed away from him.  “Who are you?” one demanded. Dimitri 

straightened his back and stood as tall and as proud as he could. “I am a son of the Living God, and Jesus is His 

name!” The guards returned him to his cell. Shortly afterward, he was released and returned to his family.  

  Every morning, for 17 years, Dmitri sang his HeartSong. In the face of intense suffering and persecution, he offered 

praise to God. In the darkest and most hopeless of circumstances, he clung in faith to the Lord Jesus and shared the 

gospel.  

  Most of us will never suffer as the Apostle Paul or Dmitri have. But we all suffer health crises, job loss, wayward 

children, broken marriages, financial ruin, loneliness and depression. These things can lock us in prison and torture us 

until we think we’ll break. But the same God who gave Paul and Dmitri the supernatural power to rejoice in suffering 

will give us that same power.  

  Every day, sometimes with voices that others must strain to hear, we can lift our praises to God. We may not sing out 

loud, though sometimes we do. Most days those around us hear our songs through our actions and words. We know God 

is in control. We know that all of this is temporary. We can rejoice even in a prison. We continue to pray. We refuse to 

lose hope. We serve God despite our struggles and proclaim His goodness to anyone who will listen. We place our hand 

in the nail-scarred hand of Jesus and declare with Job, “Though He slay me, yet will I trust in Him” (Job 13:15). Our 

lives of faith and service are our offerings of praise for all the world to hear. This is our time! 

 

 

 


