
Wade Street Church  17.05.20 am (Live Stream – Communion) 
“FINDING THE JOY – 2” 

Something Bigger 
Philippians 1:1-11 

 
If you joined us a couple of weeks ago, you may remember that we started to look at one of the books of 

the New Testament which we thought might be useful to us in this particular period of lockdown and 

isolation.  It’s a letter that the great apostle and evangelist, Paul, wrote to a group of Christians in the city 

of Philippi, a letter full of joy and thanksgiving, despite the circumstances in  which it was written.  

We’ve just heard the first few paragraphs of it read to us. 

 

St Paul is writing to a bunch of his friends in Philippi, which was the very first place in Europe to hear 

about Jesus and his message of hope and peace.  If you look back into the book of Acts earlier in the New 

Testament – the story of the first few years of the Church’s existence – you’ll find a bit about how it 

happened.  (It’s in chapter 16.)  A particular set of circumstances – which Paul and his companions saw as 

the work of the Holy Spirit – had prevented him and his little team from going into Bithynia in Asia 

Minor (what we now call Turkey).  As they tried to work out what to do instead, Paul had a vivid vision 

of someone from Macedonia in Northern Greece, pleading with him to come and preach to them.  So the 

team set off for Macedonia and began their mission in Philippi, an important Roman colony and the main 

city of that province. 

 

In Philippi, they met Lydia and her little group of worshipping Jewish women, who responded to Paul’s 

preaching by forming the nucleus of a new Christian group.  They also had an encounter with a psychic 

slave girl, as a result of which Paul and one of his companions, Silas, ended up in prison.  An earthquake 

and its dramatic aftermath, in which the jailer and his family were converted, led to their release from 

prison and the little church began to grow.  So these would have been good friends of Paul, people who 

had a particular place in his heart as the first Europeans to become Christians.  And he was no doubt very 

special to them, as the one who had changed their lives quite comprehensively. 

 

A while later, though, Paul finds himself in prison once again, this time in either Ephesus or Rome 

(there’s a lot of scholarly debate about that), and his friends in Philippi have been in touch to assure him 

of their prayers and to send him a gift (Paul mentions that in the second part of chapter 4).  This letter is 

Paul’s reply to that and would have been conveyed by Timothy, who is mentioned in the opening 

greeting, because Epaphroditus, who should have been doing it, is ill (that’s mentioned in 2:19ff). 

 

Now Paul is in isolation – quite literally, in lockdown: he even mentions the chains in1:7.  His plans have 

been totally disrupted and all the things he was intending to do have had to be put on hold.  He is facing a 

real shortage of essential goods – prisoners at that time were not provided with food by the authorities, so 



they had to rely on some kind of outside supply from friends or family, which is why the gift from 

Philippi was so welcome.  And he would, no doubt, have had a sense of frustration, irritation and 

helplessness.  It sounds, in many ways, like the situation many of us have had to cope with for the past 

few weeks. 

 

And yet this is the most joyful of all Paul’s letters.  The tone is upbeat throughout.  He is constantly 

writing about the joy he is experiencing, the inner peace and joy that are far more than just happiness or 

feeling a bit cheerful.  Read through this short letter and you’ll see that it overflows with joy, and Paul is 

encouraging his readers to rejoice whatever the circumstances.  What’s the secret of that?  What’s Paul 

got that we haven’t?  How can looking at this help us – as followers of the same Jesus two millennia later 

– in our own situation of isolation and lockdown?  And what are the lessons that we can continue to learn 

once things return to some kind of normality? 

 

Well, there are a couple of things in these opening paragraphs that we can reflect on this morning: two 

things that might help us to put our situation in some kind of perspective.  Paul is aware that, although he 

is alone and isolated, his freedoms severely curtailed by his current circumstances, although his mission 

has been disrupted and his plans have been thrown into disarray, he is actually part of something much 

bigger.  This isn’t just about him – poor little Paul, forlorn and forgotten.  He draws his strength from 

looking at the bigger picture.  This current setback isn’t all there is.  And there are two things in particular 

he writes about. 

 

 

1.  A PARTNERSHIP WITH OTHERS 

This awareness of other people who share his faith and his focus is explicitly a cause for joy (vv4,5).  Paul 

realises that he is part of a much larger group of people who have responded to the Good News about 

Jesus, who share his faith and his hope, and who can encourage him.  And they are sharing it all more 

widely, making known the Good News to others, engaging in just the kind of mission that Paul is engaged 

in.  He might be temporarily limited in what he can do, but they are not – and he draws real strength and 

joy from that.  He might be physically isolated, but he knows he is part of a bigger whole, and he believes 

he will be back with them again before long. 

 

The very fact that he is praying for them – and he surely knows that they are praying for him – fills him 

with joy.  They are linked in that way.  They are all part of the gradually expanding network of God’s 

people that – at that time – was starting to spread across Asia and Europe.  That was a real encouragement 

to him and lifted his spirits as he prayed for them. 

 



As you sit there this morning – possibly alone, but certainly with only one or two others – don’t forget 

that you are part of a much greater whole.  And it’s not just the couple of hundred other people who are 

part of Wade Street Church, or the several hundred people who are part of Churches Together in 

Lichfield, or the several thousand who are part of the United Reformed Church or Baptists Together or 

whatever, but the tens of millions of people around the globe who are involved in this “partnership in the 

gospel” and are worshipping God in their own ways in their own places this morning.  In a few minutes 

we’ll be sharing communion, the reminder of the sacrifice of Jesus that is at the very heart of our 

collective faith, and the very word “communion” drives home the fact that, although we are taking this 

bread and wine in ones and twos around the city and villages this morning, we are part of a numberless 

company of God’s people, throughout the world and throughout time. 

 

 

2.  PART OF GOD’S GREAT PROJECT OF TRANSFORMATION 

But, of course, there are many other larger groups that Paul – or, indeed, we – could feel part of.  If you’re 

Rotarian or a stamp collector or a member of the Dolly Parton Fan Club, you might feel connected to 

others around the world.  And that’s all well and good.  But there’s an even bigger picture – and a source 

of even greater joy – that Paul mentions here.  In common with his friends in Philippi, Paul is part of 

God’s great project of transformation. 

 

God is at work.  He is at work in our world, as he always has been and, more pertinently, as he always 

will be.  God has started something in people’s lives – in Paul’s life and in the lives of the Philippian 

Christians – that cannot be stopped.  “He will carry it on to completion”.  What God has started to do in 

the lives of his people as they acknowledge him and put their trust and faith firmly in the Lord Jesus 

Christ, will be successful.  Imprisonment, isolation, distancing – nothing can get in the way of that. 

 

God’s grace continues to be shown as he transforms fragile, fallible, flawed human beings into people 

who are “pure and blameless [and] filled with the fruit of righteousness”.  Paul had been through a heck 

of a lot – beatings, lynchings, shipwrecks, ambushes, various plots and attempts on his life.  He’d had to 

put up with church members attacking him and chasing off after clearly false preachers and teachers.  

He’d faced discouragement and disillusionment.  He’d seen friends and colleagues martyred.  He had had, 

on many occasions, good reason to think that what he was doing was a waste of time, and probably 

wondered sometimes if he really was doing the right thing.  But remembering the fact that he was part of 

this amazing plan immediately restored his joy and his enthusiasm. 

 

Wherever you are this morning, whoever you are with, whatever is going through your mind, remember 

this – remember this and never forget it – you are part of God’s great, unstoppable plan to return this 



creation to the state in which he originally intended it to be.  He has called you and begun his 

transforming work in your life, a work that he WILL continue and complete.  Look at the bigger picture 

from your little corner of it this morning.  Be encouraged and filled with joy, because God has a plan.  

This isolation will be over at some point.  The restrictions we are currently facing will eventually be 

relaxed.  Life will return to normal.  And whatever happens – in it, through it and after it – God’s great 

project will continue and you are part of it.  That is surely a reason for joy! 

 

Of course, you may be watching this this morning unsure whether you are actually part of all that.  It 

might be a bit unfamiliar to you, all this talk of God and transformation – all this promise of joy and 

peace.  If it is, but you think it sounds worth looking into and you’d like to find out more about it, please 

feel free to get in touch with us by using the contact details you’ll see at the end of this service. 

 

Paul closes this little section by reminding the Philippians that, if they do look at the bigger picture, if 

they do recognise that they are part of a world-embracing, history-spanning partnership with others, if 

they do see themselves as being part of God’s great project of transformation, then this will all be for “the 

glory and praise of God”.  And once you realise that, then there will surely be at least the stirrings of joy 

in your heart.  Don’t be down-hearted.  Don’t give in to despair.  Remember that God’s grace is shown to 

you in Jesus, and with Paul – with tens of millions of others down through history – rejoice! 

 

 

For reflection and discussion 
 
1) What do you think Paul means by “your partnership in the gospel”?  How would that work itself out 

today? 
 
2) Does praying with and for others give you a sense of joy?  Why/why not?  If not, what could you do 

about it? 
 
3) What do you think will be the “completion” of God’s “good work” in you? 
 
4) Are you “filled with the fruit of righteousness”?  Can anyone else tell? 
 
5) Share any particular things that have given you joy in the lockdown so far. 
 
 


