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We had a break from Philippians last week as we were involved with the service for the Blues & Jazz 

Festival, but you may recall that we’d started to look at this little letter from St Paul as it is a letter full of 

joy, and we felt we could maybe do with a bit of that as we cope with our current situation of lockdown 

and isolation.  Of course, there have a been a few small adjustments to that situation over the past couple 

of weeks, but things are still far from what we might call normal and there are, for many of us, plenty of 

reasons for anxiety or concern. 

 

The Apostle Paul wrote this letter from his own situation of lockdown and isolation: in prison because of 

his preaching and evangelising, he is left alone, and denied access to all the things which were really 

crucial to his ministry.  And yet, time and time again in these four chapters, he writes about joy and 

rejoicing.  He is full of joy and wants his readers to share it with him.  We’ve been trying to find out what 

it is that enables him to be so joyful, trying to see how he can rejoice in such a difficult situation, trying to 

see if there’s anything here we can hold on to in our own current situation. 

 

So far we have noted that Paul’s joy is partly because he is looking at the bigger picture.  It’s not all about 

him and what he can do.  He is involved in a partnership with others, which is a source of encouragement 

and inspiration.  And he is part of something much bigger, which God is doing – this great project of 

transformation.  Even his imprisonment is being used to further that project, as others draw strength from 

his example and carry on Paul’s work even more widely.  Paul knows that the gospel of Jesus Christ is 

continuing to be preached and other people’s lives are being changed by that. 

 

And where we started to read this morning, Paul goes on “Yes, and I will continue to rejoice”.  He’s only 

halfway through the first chapter but he wants his readers, sitting round in Philippi and listening to their 

church leaders reading out this letter to them, to know that his life is still full of joy, and will be whatever 

the circumstances.  (He’ll expand on that a bit more later in the letter.)  So what does he go on to talk 

about now?  Why will he continue to rejoice? 

 

If I were to ask you this morning what single thing prevented you from being joyful, I’m sure you’d all 

have different things to mention.  But if we looked at those things carefully and distilled out the main 

ingredient, as it were, I suspect that would be the same for all of us to some extent – anxiety.  We are 

creatures who seem to have been made to worry.  Some people are born to it – it’s in the lines of their 

face: they were created with a frown and a whole thesaurus full of anxious phrases.  Some people learn it 



– from their families, from their friends, from the media.  Some people have it thrust upon them – through 

situations which suddenly come up and are beyond their control. 

 

There are worries about health, about finance, about family, about career plans – and, for Christians, 

about their spirituality and their standing before the judgement of other Christians.  Our friends in the 

advertising profession play on our anxieties for all they’re worth.  We are never quite making the grade so 

need new products, new advice, a new lifestyle. 

 

But again, if you stop and analyse all that, what are our worries about?  They are almost exclusively about 

the future.  We are concerned about what is going to happen.  I’d suggest that’s the case even in our 

current situation.  We may seem anxious about what is happening at the moment, but the main reason for 

that is that we are concerned about the effect it will have on what is going to happen.  The future is pretty 

well unknown for all of us and when we start to think about what is going to happen our instinct always 

seems to be to imagine the worst case scenario.  Of course, we often draw on the experience of what has 

already happened: we assume certain things will happen again, we extrapolate from our graphs and 

charts, we listen to the awful experiences of others.  But until it happens we cannot be sure. 

 

Which is why Paul’s words in this passage are so helpful, if we’re prepared to take seriously what he 

says.  Why does he “continue to rejoice”?  Well, his first reason here is that he knows there are others 

praying for him (v18).  And along with the support and encouragement of knowing that others are 

thinking of him and praying for him is the knowledge that, as we saw last time, God is at work in all this, 

through the Spirit of Jesus Christ, so that things will eventually turn out for the best.  If God’s in it, it will 

work out alright in the end. 

 

And that is wrapped up in the word which is at the centre of this short passage – hope (v20).  Paul’s joy 

has its roots in hope.  He has his short-term hopes, good things that he is looking forward to which sustain 

him in his current difficulty.  He is particularly looking forward to being with them again (v26).  The 

prospect of his meeting up with his friends is keeping him going in the same way that for many of us the 

prospect of meeting our friends or family at the end of this period of lockdown I helping us deal with the 

isolation and sense of separation that we currently feel.  It’s like “The Pork of Hope”, if you’ve read the 

little piece on Facebook or listened to the “Musing from the Manse” on YouTube. 

 

But, to a great extent, that is really only a matter of attitude.  Paul has chosen to look on the bright side.  

He could equally have let himself get downhearted over the prospect of not actually being liberated from 

his imprisonment.  Some people can easily focus on the good things that are on the horizon: others seem 

hard-wired to focus on the possibilities of disappointment, and find it very difficult indeed to respond 



with optimism.  For many of us, Paul’s short-term hope is like saying, “Oh, cheer up!  It won’t be long 

now.  I’m sure it’ll all turn out OK very soon.” 

 

But what really drives Paul’s rejoicing is that there is an eternal dimension to his faith.  He isn’t a 

Christian just so he can look forward to a bit of a picnic with his friends once his lockdown is over, so 

that he can hug them rather than write to them, so that he can walk around without having to ask 

permission.  Remember what we said when we looked at the earlier part of this chapter: Paul rejoices 

because he can see the bigger picture.  He knows that those who trust in Jesus and commit themselves to 

follow him – as his Philippian friends are doing – will eventually, whatever else happens to them, “be 

saved – and that by God” (v28).  They, like Paul, have an eternal future in God’s presence to anticipate. 

 

After all, Paul reasons, what’s the worst thing that can happen to him?  He could die.  And if you’re 

looking forward to an eternal future in the Kingdom of God, then death really isn’t a problem.  That’s 

what he says in these words in v21, words which many of us will know off by heart and will have heard 

over and over again: “For me to live is Christ, to die is gain”.  He is enjoying his life now with Jesus at 

the heart of all that he does.  He is trying to follow him and is making the most of every opportunity to 

share his love and the message of his Gospel with everyone he meets.  It’s his purpose in life – as it is 

ours, if we truly want to follow Jesus.  It’s “fruitful labour” for him, something he can see is making a 

difference in his life and in the lives of those to who he speaks. 

 

But “better by far” is the prospect of what lies beyond this life.  He knows that there is good stuff in store 

for him – whatever happens to him in this life, however difficult he finds it, he can look beyond that to a 

never-ending life with God in his Kingdom, because he has put his trust in Jesus.  That’s the future that 

dominates his thinking, so the concerns and anxieties of the short-term pale away into insignificance.  

Although it’s often a phrase used by those who are fed up with this life – the angst-ridden teenager, the 

put-upon employee, the person at the end of their tether contemplating ending it all – Paul says with great 

positivity and joy that he will literally be “Better off dead”.  Yes, there’s all sorts of stuff that God still 

has for him to do and he doesn’t have the right to try and avoid that or to take matters into his own hands, 

but all that now has meaning and purpose because of what God has promised him.  He can cope with the 

trials and struggles of the present because of the hope he has for eternity. 

 

Paul knows what lies the other side of this life.  He knows that God is waiting to welcome him home.  He 

is eager to enjoy that promised eternal life.  So he can put up with what’s going on here and now and is 

ready to leave whenever God calls him.  What a difference from our attitudes most of the time!  We do all 

that we possibly can to stay here in this life and worry our way through it, rather than looking up into the 

blaze of eternity and living our lives in that light.  We so often lack joy because we have lost the eternal 



perspective that our faith brings.  How often do you think about what it will be like when you finally get 

to meet God and know that you’ll be in his presence for ever?  Do you ever stop and allow yourself to get 

excited about that?  We are so rooted to the here and now, to the immediate, the tangible, the short-term, 

that we lose out on a whole host of occasions for joy. 

 

You may try and boost your spirits by thinking of the next good things that might happen – meeting your 

family again, re-arranging that holiday that was cancelled, getting your hair done, going down the pub 

with your mates – just as Paul looked forward to visiting his friends in Philippi again – and there’s 

nothing wrong with that: it’s good to have those little treats to anticipate.  But Paul’s real joy came from 

the fact that he knew nothing could come between him and his eternal rest in God – not even death.  In 

fact, it was death – what for many people then and now was the most insistent anxiety – that would make 

it possible.  It’s probably the only thing we can all say with certainty is coming our ways, but once you’ve 

got that in perspective, once you’ve looked up at the bigger picture and realised what is in store for you, 

then you have the hope that expresses itself in joy. 

 

Because, as we have said so often, that eternity with God can start now – here and now in this life – at the 

moment you reach out and respond to God’s invitation, once you allow God’s Holy Spirit to work in  

your life, once you recognise that Jesus has made all this possible.  That may seem a bit superficial and 

simplistic for some people, but give it a try.  Accept the gift that God offers you and begin to grasp the 

sure and certain hope of an eternity with God that can make such a difference to your life here and now – 

wherever you are and however long you’ve got before your lockdown is eased.  Then you might be able 

to say with St Paul, “Yes, and I will continue to rejoice”. 
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Paul continues this joyous letter with the first words in this passage: “Yes, and I will continue to rejoice”.  
He’s only halfway through the first chapter but he wants his readers, sitting round in Philippi and 
listening to their church leaders reading out this letter to them, to know that his life is still full of joy, 
and will be whatever the circumstances.  Why will he continue to rejoice? 
 
If we asked each other what single thing prevented us from being joyful, we’d all have different things 
to mention.  But underlying it all is anxiety.  There are worries about health, about finance, about family, 
about career plans – and, for Christians, about their spirituality and their standing before the judgement 
of other Christians.  Again, if you stop and analyse all that, what are our worries about?  They are 
almost exclusively about the future.  We are concerned about what is going to happen.  Of course, we 
often draw on the experience of what has already happened: we assume certain things will happen 
again, we extrapolate from our graphs and charts, we listen to the awful experiences of others.  But 
until it happens we cannot be sure. 
 
Paul’s first reason for joy here is that he knows there are others praying for him (v18).  And along with 
the support and encouragement of knowing that others are thinking of him and praying for him is the 
knowledge that God is at work in all this, through the Spirit of Jesus Christ, so that things will eventually 
turn out for the best.  If God’s in it, it will work out alright in the end (cf Romans 8:28). 
 
The word which is at the centre of this short passage is hope (v20).  Paul’s joy has its roots in hope.  
He has his short-term hopes, good things that he is looking forward to which sustain him in his current 
difficulty.  He is particularly looking forward to being with them again (v26).  But what really drives 
Paul’s rejoicing is that there is an eternal dimension to his faith.  Paul rejoices because he can see the 
bigger picture.  He knows that those who trust in Jesus and commit themselves to follow him – as his 
Philippian friends are doing – will eventually, whatever else happens to them, “be saved – and that by 
God” (v28).  They, like Paul, have an eternal future in God’s presence to anticipate. 
 
And if you’re looking forward to an eternal future in the Kingdom of God, then even death really isn’t a 
problem.  Look at v21: “For me to live is Christ, to die is gain”.  He is enjoying his life now with Jesus at 
the heart of all that he does.  He is trying to follow him and is making the most of every opportunity to 
share his love and the message of his Gospel with everyone he meets.  It’s his purpose in life – as it is 
ours, if we truly want to follow Jesus.  It’s “fruitful labour” for him, something he can see is making a 
difference in his life and in the lives of those to whom he speaks. 
 
But “better by far” is the prospect of what lies beyond this life.  That’s the future that dominates his 
thinking, so the concerns and anxieties of the short-term pale away into insignificance.  Paul knows what 
lies the other side of this life.  He knows that God is waiting to welcome him home.  He is eager to enjoy 
that promised eternal life.  So he can put up with what’s going on here and now and is ready to leave 
whenever God calls him. 
 

For reflection and discussion 
 

1) What would you say is the thing that most affects how joyful you are?  Is there an element of 
anxiety in it? 

 
2) The Bible often tells us not to be anxious – but surely there are some things we do need to worry 

about, aren’t there?  Why/why not? 
 
3) How often do you think about eternity with God?  What effect does that have on you? 
 
4) Why do we shy away from talking about death?  And why are we so desperate to try and avoid it – 

or, at least, to postpone it?  


