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Spreading It 
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As we continue in our situation of restrictions and lockdown – albeit with some slight easing over the past 

couple of weeks – we’ve been reflecting together on a letter written by the great apostle and evangelist, St 

Paul, to some of his friends in the Roman colony of Philippi, in the province of Macedonia, halfway 

through the first century.  These friends are members of the very first Christian church to have been set up 

in Europe as the good news about Jesus spread out across the Romans Empire.  Paul himself is actually in 

prison in Ephesus when he writes this letter, in a difficult situation of lockdown and isolation. 

 

Because of various situation in which he has been preaching the Gospel, telling people about Jesus, he has 

been locked away.  His freedoms have been denied.  His contacts are severely limited – there are just a 

few people who are able to visit him, including his young pastor friend Timothy, who is mentioned in the 

opening greeting, and the members of the Praetorian Guard, who are guarding him.  (Just imagine being 

part of the detail who have to keep a constant watch over Paul, this enthusiastic and talkative evangelist 

who will pass up no opportunity to talk about Jesus.)  And his opportunities for travel are almost totally 

curtailed. 

 

Despite all that, Paul is still able to write the most joyful letter in the whole of the New Testament, The 

Letter to the Philippians, from which Nick read to us just now.  Is Paul just one of those really irritating 

people who never lets anything get him down and is always annoyingly cheerful?  Or is there some really 

good reason for that joy?  Well, last time we looked at this, if you recall, we noted that Paul was joyful in 

his situation because he was able to look at the bigger picture.  It wasn’t all just about poor little Paul.  He 

could see that he was part of a great partnership of believers who were still able to move forward the 

work of God’s Kingdom (1:4,5), and that he was part of God’s great project of transformation, an 

ongoing programme that will be completed, despite the setbacks along the way (1:6). 

 

And in the little section of the letter we’ve heard this morning, Paul sees even more reasons to be joyful in 

his situation of isolation and lockdown.  He is able to say that his imprisonment has “really served to 

advance the Gospel” (1:12).  (That word translated “advance” there is a Greek word from military 

vocabulary, meaning to push forward against all odds and overcome all obstacles.)  But how on earth has 

chaining up the leading evangelist of the Christian Church contributed to the advance of the Gospel?  Is 

Paul deluded or something? 

 

Well, to start with, as one commentator on these words put it, “Instead of falling into self-pity, [Paul] 

took every opportunity to make the gospel known.”  Paul has been telling his captors all about his faith.  



He has left the guards – members of the elite Praetorian Guard – all about his reasons for being there.  

They have been left in no doubt that he is there, not because of any criminal activity, but because he has 

been sharing the good news about Jesus Christ (1:13).  Paul was one of those people who could never 

miss a chance of saying something about Jesus.  Some of you will have heard me talk about Chris and 

Peggy, two elderly ladies at the church I was part of in London.  If Chris ever answered the ‘phone to a 

cold caller or someone who had dialled the wrong number, she’s say, “But while you’re on, let me tell 

you about my Jesus.”  And Peggy used to get into conversations on the bus, which meant she once 

travelled all the way to the end of the route out in Leytonstone (she was only going to Seven Sisters) to 

share the gospel with some stranger she’d met – so it was a good job she had a senior citizen’s buss pass, 

really.. 

 

The guards, though, were a bit of a limited audience, so Paul’s greater reason for joy is that, due to his 

imprisonment, other people have started speaking out.  Possibly inspired by his example, or maybe 

building on the interest that Paul’s imprisonment had aroused in others, many of the “brothers in the 

Lord” had started to speak out (1:14).  Whatever the reason, this seemingly disastrous situation from 

Paul’s point of view is being used to spread the word about Jesus even more widely.  People were sharing 

their faith and that was making a difference. 

 

Now Paul acknowledges that some of these people may have had mixed motives for sharing.  The 

Message version puts it like this: “It’s true that some here preach Christ because with me out of the way, 

they think they’ll step right into the spotlight … They see me as their competition.”  But hey, who cares?  

They’re actually preaching Jesus, and that’s got to be good!  The great thing is that the Gospel is being 

proclaimed, and that’s Paul’s very raison d’être – as he says so often (just look at 1 Corinthians 2, for 

example).  That’s why he is rejoicing.  God is working in Paul’s apparently hopeless situation to bring 

good out of it.  Once again, Paul is really looking at the bigger picture, at what else is going on beyond 

the very limited horizon of his own current experience.  He is able to be joyful because he knows that 

God’s work is continuing – and, even, in this situation, being enhanced by it. 

 

There’s a great little insight into this in Luke’s Gospel (7:18-23).  John the Baptist is in prison for telling 

Herod to his face that he’s doing wrong, and he’s clearly a bit depressed by this.  So he sends some of his 

disciples to Jesus to ask if maybe he’s got things wrong.  Why’s he in prison if he’s doing what God 

wanted him to do?  Is Jesus really the Messiah after all?  And Jesus sends back a message via those 

disciples of John – “Go back and report to John what you have seen and heard: The blind receive sight, 

the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good 

news is proclaimed to the poor.”  Just because it doesn’t seem to be happening for you at the moment, 



doesn’t mean it’s not happening at all.  The situation you’re in might be grim, but the work of the 

Kingdom is still going on, so be encouraged! 

 

As we struggle through this period of lockdown and isolation, we can be encouraged that the whole 

existential crisis that we are facing – all of us: Christians and not-yet Christians – is making people think 

hard about some of the big questions of life, including faith.   New ways of doing things that we have 

been forced into – not least, things like this: doing and being church on-line – have opened up new 

opportunities for sharing the Good News about Jesus.  That Good News is that everyone – whoever they 

are, wherever they are – matters to God and is loved by him so much that he sent his Son Jesus to die for 

them. 

 

As Paul wrote, there are people being encouraged to get involved.  Literally as I was writing this bit last 

Monday morning, an e-mail arrived from URC Head Office (or whatever it’s called), with news about 

various things that are happening nationally, including this sentence: there has been “a great willingness 

to adapt and make use of technology, even when it is not comfortable or easy to do so, in order to 

continue 

sharing God’s love in a time of isolation. On the whole, local churches are reporting around a 10% 

increase in people participating in church activity during this time.”  In a church the size of ours, that 

means probably about 18-20 people getting involved in things. 

 

And national newspapers picked up on a survey conducted by Tear Fund that, whereas before this 

pandemic broke out in Britain about 6% of people said they went to church on anything like a regular 

basis, since the lockdown 25% of people say they have accessed an on-line service.  Now, there may be 

all sorts of motives behind that figure, from trying anything to alleviate boredom to a real fear of what 

might happen if they or a loved one die of the disease, but, as Paul would say, “The important thing is 

that Christ is preached”.  And in another article I read last week, it was reported that sales of the Bible 

had risen markedly in the last few weeks.  We may be missing face to face contact and the opportunity to 

meet together in church, Messy Church and Monday Lunch may be cancelled at the moment, but Christ is 

being preached! 

 

Some of you may say that this is why God sent this plague.  Let me level with you – and we don’t have 

time to discuss it this morning (you can talk about it in your on-line housegroups if you want) – but I do 

not believe God sent this plague.  What I do believe – and I believe it passionately, or I wouldn’t still be 

standing here doing this – is that God is able to work through this plague: indeed, that he IS working 

through this plague.  We are learning a lot of lessons that God is teaching us.  Things are being done very 

differently under the guidance and inspiration and empowering of the Holy Spirit during this situation.  



Church buildings may be closed, but the church is alive and active and making a difference in all kinds of 

ways.  Christ is being preached – through the words we speak, through the actions we take, through the 

attitudes we show. 

 

People around us – your friends, your neighbours, your family, the people you connect with on Facebook 

and Skype and Zoom and whatever else – are asking questions, deep questions about life and faith and 

eternity.  You can help point them in the right direction – as Paul says, be “encouraged to speak the word 

of God more courageously and fearlessly”.  If people ask you questions, give them an answer.  In this 

situation in which so many have lost hope, we are the people of hope.  Where people cannot see where 

it’s all leading, we are the people who follow the man who not only knows where it’s leading but has 

blazed the trail for us.  Where people are feeling fed up and downhearted, we are the people of joy. 

 

So look to the example of Paul – and look beyond his example to the person who filled him with joy and 

hope – and pray about the possibilities of outreach and witness.  Use social media and whatever else you 

can.  Join with others who believe as we do – next week get involved in the Thy Kingdom Come on-line 

prayer event that Church Together in Lichfield is hosting – and let’s use this situation as God leads us 

forward to share the Good News about Jesus with those who are currently desperate to hear about it.  

“The important thing is that in every way … Christ is preached.  And because of this [we] rejoice.” 

 

For reflection and discussion 
 

1) Why do you think Paul’s situation had “encouraged [others] to speak the word of God more 
courageously and fearlessly” ?  In what ways might that be true in our situation? 

 
2) Why doesn’t it matter about the motives for preaching the Gospel?  Do you agree with Paul about 

this? 
 
3) Have you noticed any difference in the way people are thinking and talking about faith during the 

current crisis?  If you have, please share some examples. 
 
4) Why does it take an unusual event such as the current pandemic to get us to speak more openly 

about our faith? 
 
5) How do you respond to the idea that God himself has sent this virus? 
 
6) Spend some time praying about the proclaiming of the Gospel in the current situation. 
 
 


