
Wade Street Church  03.05.20 am 
“FINDING THE JOY” 

1.  Introduction 
Philippians 1:1-11 

 
These are strange days, are they not?  Despite all the speculation about when the current lockdown might 

end, we are still caught up in it.  The familiar ways of doing things are for many of us a distant memory 

or a forlorn hope at the moment.  We are having to learn new skills, adopt new routines, cope with new 

roles.  We have more time to kill and fewer activities to fill it.  It’s unsettling and disconcerting, 

especially for those who were already finding life difficult enough to deal with.  On top of all that, there is 

for many people a sense of fear – fear of the unknown, fear of the effects of this virus on ourselves and 

our families and friends, fear of life without some of the conventions and boundaries that we normally 

take for granted.  And for a growing number of people there is grief to deal with as well – not necessarily 

occasioned directly by the virus, but because of the way in which the current restrictions have limited our 

capacity to support and console one another.  It can seem a gloomy and joyless time, despite the efforts of 

many to try and jolly us along.  And now, several weeks into the crisis, we’re starting to feel that very 

keenly.  As The Lightning Seeds once sang, “I never realised the joy till the joy was gone.” 

 

I suppose it might be an even bigger issue for those of us who claim to follow Jesus, who call ourselves 

Christians, because we believe that joy is at the heart of what we’re about.  The angels who appeared in 

the sky above the shepherds in the fields outside Bethlehem were heard proclaiming “good news of great 

joy that will be for all people.”  The coming of Jesus into our world was intended to bring joy to the 

world.  The Christian life is intended to be a life of great joy – a life that is worth living, a life which 

overflows with a joyfulness that cannot be found elsewhere.  In times like this particularly – but at all 

times, really – we are called to be people of joy. 

 

But that is sometimes easily forgotten and we find that a situation such as the current one for all of us, and 

the different things that life throws up for us as individuals, seem to suck all the joy out of us.  In the 

introduction to a book of those little quips and quirks about church life – you know, newssheet bloopers, 

unfortunate phrases used by the preacher, odd epitaphs on gravestones and the like – called All Preachers 

Great And Small, the Prologue includes this little snippet: 

A man was commissioned to take a traffic survey at a busy intersection in one of America’s 
major cities.  He noted that people were thoroughly enjoying themselves and one another as 
they walked to church on Sunday mornings.  However, they suddenly became rigid, formal, 
sober and quiet as they approached the door of the church.  At the conclusion of the service, 
they came out of the building very piously and that was how they remained until they crossed 
the street, when they seemed to relax, talk and become more ‘normal’ again.  One of the 
man’s questions at the end of the task was ‘What goes on in churches to deprive people of all 
joy?’ 

 



That story may well be apocryphal, I don’t know.  I do know that most people who come along here on 

Sunday (when they can come) or who post stuff on the church Facebook page, seem to be fairly happy 

most of the time, but the popular view of Christianity – in the wider community – is often that we are a 

bunch of people who go about with long faces, have a terribly serious outlook on life, who sing dirge-like 

hymns accompanied by instruments that you never find outside a church, and who spend more time 

stopping people having a good time than actually enjoying life themselves.  They think, maybe of 

something like H L Mencken’s definition of Puritanism and assume that’s what Christianity it – “The 

haunting fear that someone, somewhere, may be happy.”  A young child who had been hearing about the 

call of the first disciples in Sunday School told his parents that Jesus’ followers were told they would be 

“vicious old men”. 

 

Now, of course, those who call themselves Christians have the same worries as everyone else.  At the 

moment, the restrictions we are under and the threat we face from this illness make no distinction 

between people of faith and people of no faith.  We are all equally affected by the possibility of economic 

problems and health concerns.  We have the same emotions, are confronted by the same temptations, 

experience the same grief and anxiety, face the same restrictions as everyone else, simply because we’re 

human.  But we then feel we shouldn’t – we’re Christians: we shouldn’t have to go through this – and 

start to wonder what it’s all about, or start to feel guilty that we’re not leading the victorious life that some 

people say we should.  We do start to lose the sense of joy and security that we thought we had.  How are 

we supposed to cope with that? 

 

Well, let me tell you a little story.  There was once a man who was a great intellectual – he had great gifts 

and had been trained by the leading figures in his field (which was law), and he had a wonderful career 

ahead of him.  He had a number of real privileges and security in his job and his background and 

upbringing conferred even more on him.  But he was vehemently – and violently – anti-Christian.  

However, God broke into his life in a dramatic and unmistakeable way and he actually became a powerful 

preacher and evangelist, whose Christian wisdom and advice were of great help to an enormous number 

of people.  As he moved about, preaching and teaching and proclaiming the love of God, he faced a good 

deal of persecution, both physically and emotionally.  He was imprisoned, beaten up, chased out of 

communities, constantly in danger from those who opposed his message and his methods.  Most of the 

time he was able to live only on what kind hosts provided for him as he stayed with them on his various 

preaching tours.  And on top of that, he had a painful and constant illness that caused him huge distress. 

 

Eventually, this preacher was arrested and imprisoned – firstly to be kept under close house arrest, then 

actually to be chained up to a guard twenty-four hours a day: quite a change from the freedom of travel 

and preaching that he had once enjoyed.  Now, we know all about this from contemporary historians and 



from a collection of his letters which he wrote during his travels and, latterly, during his captivity, his 

lockdown.  Through those accounts of others and, perhaps more especially through his own 

correspondence, we have a portrait of someone who never complained, but who was, strangely, actually 

able to enjoy life.  In one of his last letters, written from his imprisonment in Ephesus, in Turkey, he 

actually tells his correspondents, “Rejoice in the Lord always.  I will say it again: Rejoice.” 

 

If you haven’t already guessed, this man was St Paul, the apostle, and one of the letters he wrote from his 

solitary lockdown is the letter we know now as Philippians.  It’s part of our New Testament.  Compared 

with Paul, when it comes to rejoicing, we are probably only beginners.  This letter is a letter full of joy 

and when you realise the circumstances under which it was written, that joy becomes even more 

wonderful.  It’s clear, just from that one brief quotation, that Paul sees joy as something that we are 

responsible for, not something that depends on our circumstances.  A more recent quotation, from the 

golfer Chip Beck, puts it from the other side, as it were: “Pain and suffering are inevitable in our lives 

[after all, we’re all human], but misery is an option”.  More positively, Henri Nouwen wrote, “Joy does 

not simply happen to us.  We have to choose joy and keep choosing it every day.” 

 

This is undoubtedly the most joyous letter in the New Testament and Paul uses the actual word for joy no 

less than nineteen times in these four short chapters.  He seems to find opportunities for rejoicing in all 

kinds of things and clearly his relationship with God enables him to deal with the very real problems he’s 

facing – and to share something of the secret of that with others.  Let’s listen to the first little section of it 

this morning as Anne Rushton reads for us Philippians 1:1-11. 

 

Read the passage. 

 

Here is a man who is not weighed down by trying, by struggling, by attempting to do his best all the time.  

Here is a man who has been through the kinds of circumstances most of us will never, ever have to face – 

and come out smiling.  Here is a man who has had to cope with what he describes as his “thorn in the 

flesh” for many years, despite his praying and pleading to God to heal him.  I reckon he’s someone we 

can learn a bit from – so that’s what we’re going to do over these next few Sunday mornings.  As we try 

to cope with our lockdown and the curtailment of our freedom; as we face the fears and anxieties that 

come with this virus; as we have to deal with separation from our loved ones, with grief, with uncertainty 

and with the kind of suffering that can come only from closed pubs and hairdressers, let’s reflect on 

Paul’s experience and on his teaching in this letter, so that we might be able to live lives that are 

attractively as well as distinctively Christian.  And maybe the things we learn from this might stand us in 

good stead when the crisis finally passes. 

 



There will be the usual material for the housegroups if you want to access that via the church website – 

and I’ll include a few pointers towards further reading for those of you would like to follow it up.  We’ll 

fill in a little bit of background, too, as we work our way through and discover that we can find a basis for 

our joy in all kinds of places.  And maybe, by the time we finish, we’ll be able to meet together again in 

church rather than cyberspace.  This morning, though, just a few general thoughts about joy. 

 

What exactly is this “joy”, then?  Firstly, what it’s not.  It’s not just being happy.  It’s not having that 

forced and pious grin that so many people seem to think you need if you’re a proper Christian.  Nor is it a 

sense of humour or the ability to see the funny side of things – despite the many memes and so on that are 

posted on Facebook pages.  It’s not the shallow kind of happiness that can be quite overwhelming one 

day and have disappeared completely the next.  It’s not the so-called Prosperity Gospel.  There’s no point 

Paul writing this letter if it’s just a question of cheering them up: he might just as well have sent them a 

book of jokes – something like Martial’s Epigrams or Juvenal’s Satires (although they probably hadn’t 

been published at this time).  I wouldn’t want to waste several Sunday’s worth of sermons trying to make 

you smile a bit more, or simply providing a bit of light relief. 

 

William Morrice wrote a book called Joy in the New Testament, in which he identifies eleven different 

Greek words for joy that are used in our New Testament – from words meaning optimism and hilarity to 

gladness and exultant joy.  They are all quite different words in Greek and all have something different 

worth saying to us.  In this letter to the Philippians, Paul uses just three of those words and on fourteen of 

the nineteen occasions he writes about it, he uses a word meaning “inward joy”.  This isn’t about 

jumping for joy, nor about slapping people on the back and saying what a wonderful time you’re having 

despite the fact that you haven’t been out of the house for five weeks, you’ve watched every episode of 

Columbo¸ the cheesy snacks have run out, and the cat you thought was neutered has just had seven 

kittens.  It’s about knowing, deep down, that you’re OK with God and he’s got his eye on you, even if 

things aren’t going as smoothly as you’d like.  It’s an inner peace, if you like, that means you can be sure 

that God loves you and cares about you. 

 

In one of the many commentaries written on this letter, Gerald Hawthorne, a professor of Greek, he says 

that when Paul wrote about joy here “he was, in reality, describing a settled state of mind characterised 

by peace, an attitude that viewed the world with all its ups and downs with equanimity, a confident way of 

looking at life that was rooted in faith, that is a keen awareness and trust of the living Lord of the 

Church.”  Paul makes that connection himself when he writes in the first chapter of “joy in the faith”.  

What Paul is communicating to these first century Philippian Christians and to us today, is that we can 

know real joy and peace through putting our faith firmly in God. 

 



If you read right through this letter in one go – it won’t take long and you’ve probably got plenty of time 

now you’ve finished the Columbo boxed set – you’ll notice just how often Paul speaks of joy.  And you 

will see just how often that joy is linked to faith, or, more particularly, to Jesus.  “Rejoice in the Lord,” 

we read and it something that we need to take to heart at all times, not just when we’re isolated or ill.  

Indeed, there really isn’t anywhere to put it other than in God.  The 17th century English poet and priest 

John Donne, wrote, “True joy is the earnest which we have of heaven, it is the treasure of the Lord and 

therefore should be laid in a safe place – and nothing of this world is safe to place it in.” 

 

God is here and he is not silent.  He has shown himself to us in Jesus, the occasion for those angels 

singing about “good news of great joy”.  We believe in him and we have felt his effect in our lives.  I’ve 

said this before, and I’ll say it again – being a Christian, a follower of Jesus, is brilliant.  There is nothing 

with which to compare it.  And it’s brilliant because you don’t have to keep on trying for it.  God has 

saved you.  God will keep you.  God will watch over you for eternity as you spend it enjoying the benefits 

of his Kingdom.  Paul put up with all kinds of things during his life – from shipwreck to scourging, from 

rejection to misrepresentation.  Yet he knew that God would not let him down in terms of his eternal 

destiny.  Paul is a great example and a great source of inspiration for us – but we are not joyful because of 

that.  We are joyful because of the one to whom he points us, the same source of joy for him and for us – 

the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

As I said, we’re going to look more closely at this letter over the next few weeks and I hope it will help 

all of us to grasp that sense of real joy that we can have, despite the circumstances in which we find 

ourselves at the moment.  It’s not easy, I know, but I’d like to think that we’d all end up enjoying being a 

Christian even more than we do at the moment – and that maybe some of you listening this morning will 

discover the joy that is in Jesus for the very first time.  Perhaps you’ve never really thought about it very 

much until now – maybe you’re even one of those people who thinks Christians are boring and joyless.  

Give us the opportunity to show you otherwise.  Let me finish with a few words from another Bible 

scholar, James Denney, who wrote: “There is not in the New Testament from beginning to end, in the 

record of the original and genuine Christian Life, a single word of despondency or gloom.  It is the most 

buoyant, exhilarating and joyful book in the world.”  And no part of it more so that Paul’s Letter to the 

Philippians. 

 

 

For discussion and reflection 
 

1. How would you describe joy? 
 
2. Would you say that the Christian life is a life of joy?  Why/why not? 
 



3. What would you say are the characteristics of a joyful life? 
 
4. What kind of things prevent you being joyful? 
 
5. Why do we tend to compare ourselves with other people so often?  What are the dangers of that? 

 

6. Is there anything about the future that gives you a sense of joy?  What would you say to those 
who might accuse Christians of having a “pie-in-the-sky-when-you-die” mentality? 

 
7. What can we do to encourage one another to be more joyful? 

 

Some suggestions for reading 
William Morrice Joy In The New Testament  (Paternoster 1984) 
   This is about the whole New Testament, but a short book and very readable. 
 
Gerald Hawthorne Philippians (Word Commentary 1991) 
   A serious commentary (footnotes, foreign words and the lot), but worth a look if  
   you are wanting to delve deeply 
 
Alec Motyer  Jesus our Joy: The Message of Philippians  (IVP The Bible Speaks Today series  
   1984)  Very readable commentary – plenty of scholarship, but written for the  
   general reader. 
 
William Barclay The Daily Study Bible (with Colossians & Thessalonians – The Saint Andrew Press 
   1975)  Easy to read, plenty of background and set out for daily reading – as it 
says    on  the tin!  Maybe a bit dated now, but still worth looking at. 
 
Tom Wright  Paul for Everyone – The Prison Letters  (SPCK 2002) 
   Again, set out for daily reading, with Tom’s own translation and plenty of thought-
   provoking reflections.  Excellent for a good overview. 
 
Charles Swindoll Maybe It’s Time To Laugh Again: Experience Outrageous Joy. 
   Probably the best general book on the letter – easy to read, practical, systematic, 
   cheap.  No footnotes, but plenty of jokes – and full of real spiritual wisdom.  So  
   good I lent it to someone and have never had it back (hence no publisher  
   information!) 
 

If you are looking for a wider read about Paul, Paul: A Biography by Tom Wright (SPCK 2018) is 
outstanding.  Full of historical and biblical scholarship, it sets the letters in an historical context and is 
full of great background information, as well as offering a few new (and sometimes controversial) ideas 
about Paul and his message. 


