
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study Knowing God’s 
Will in Our Circumstances. God often reveals himself to us in our circumstances, but he 
seldom does what we think He is doing. His ways are not our ways. We see this clearly 
in how Paul worked through the circumstances of Paul.  

Introduction: I doubt it would have made the news but lets pretend for a moment that 
Paul’s circumstances made the headlines. Paul was quite likely the greatest evangelist 
in the early church. His mission travels and church-planting efforts spread the gospel all 
around the known world. As we read in Acts this started stirring up trouble for some 
local communities. Like in Ephesus when the gospel takes root and they had a bonfire 
of all their magic books. The local idol makers started losing money. And so they 
worked to shut down the apostle. 

Furthermore, Paul was hated by the Jews. The more he was known the more unpopular 
he became throughout the Roman Empire. He was a troublemaker. After that Ephesus 
riot the great evangelist was finally arrested. What do you think would have appeared 
on the Jewish news site that morning? 

TROUBLEMAKING CULT FOLLOWER FINALLY SLOWED BY AUTHORITIES 

What about the Roman news sites? 

JEWISH RABBLE ROUSER NOW CHAINED TO ROMAN GUARD 

And from our perspective each of those leads would have seemed accurate. The 
Philippians likely would have been concerned about Paul. They wonder how Paul is 
doing and we get the hint they are curious about what this will mean for the advance of 
the gospel. Will this slow things down? Will this hinder kingdom growth? The headline in 
heaven would be much different.  

This helps us to see that though we can know God’s will through circumstances it is 
often quite difficult. God doesn’t write the newspaper in the same way we do. So we 
need a good understanding of the way God uses circumstances to really grasp 
discerning God’s will through them. We aren’t held accountable for struggling to fully 
navigate what God is doing in our circumstances but rather we are held accountable for 
how we respond to God in our circumstances.  

1. We can rejoice in opportunities or grumble about obstacles 
Paul didn’t see himself as chained to a Roman guard, rather he saw Rome chained to 
him. He used it as an opportunity to further proclaim Jesus.  
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If I start with the foundation that God is good and everything He does for me as His 
child is for my good it causes me to look at things with a new set of eyes. When people 
were going about preaching the gospel trying to do Paul harm he could have looked at 
this from the perspective of “guys are trying to do me harm” and fixated his attention 
there. But he didn’t. Firmly convinced that God is working to advance the good news of 
Jesus in his life and in the world, Paul knows that the other side of this is that the gospel 
is being preached. Likewise, his being locked up isn’t an obstacle to the gospel it’s part 
of its advance—it’s an opportunity.  

2. We can see ourselves in our circumstances or in Christ 
When Paul says in verse 13 that his “imprisonment is for Christ” it is filled with meaning. 
That could just as easily be translated “imprisonment is in Christ” but that doesn’t seem 
to make quite as much sense. But picture it this way. Paul meets a new guard every few 
hours during their shift change. A common question comes up. “What are you in here 
for, buddy?” From all appearances one would think that his rap sheet would read, 
“prisoner of Rome” or “prisoner of Caesar”. But Paul says that he is actually on duty and 
he is a prisoner of another. He’s a prisoner of Jesus. It has become absolutely obvious 
to everyone who meets him that his identity isn’t Paul, prisoner of Caesar but that he is 
Paul, disciple of Jesus.  

When people look at us what story do they see? What story are we happy to tell them? 
What is the first story that comes out of our mouth when people ask, “what happened to 
you?” Is it primarily negative? Is it our circumstances. If you were in Paul’s situation 
what would be the stuff coming from your lips?  

Is your identity in your circumstances or is it founded upon Christ. Do you identify more 
with your sin and the way it has ravaged your life or do you identify more with the 
Savior? Paul really is so connected to Christ that he sees everything through this lens. 
But you want to know the glory of the gospel? We blow this all the time. We end up 
grumbling and complaining and telling the wrong story. But even still Christ Jesus is 
telling a better story. And that’s the last thing we see here. 

3. We can see ourselves as victims or as participants in God’s victory. 
Paul could have given us quite the sob story. He is a victim. He’s a victim of an unjust 
legal system. This letter could read so much differently, but it doesn’t because Paul 
refused to view himself as a victim. 

The Bible invites us to be honest with our suffering and to cry out to God. It invites us to 
go to our community of brothers and sisters with our hurts and our aches. Yet we have 
to face our suffering and the things that have happened to us from a biblical 
perspective. When we do this we realize our fundamental identity is never that of a 
victim. We have to know the bigger story and embrace that. God is victorious and we 
are participants in this victory. That’s more our story than our specific circumstances.  

Conclusion:  

I love watching Bob Ross paint, but he can really be discombobulating. He makes 
decisions that I would never make in a painting. I’m often left wondering what in the 
world he is doing with his painting. The worst, for me, is when he will have a beautiful 
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painting that I would consider finished and he does the unthinkable by painting a big 
massive tree in the middle of it. As he does it, I’m bothered and think that he just ruined 
his perfect painting. And then it comes together. I couldn’t see it while he was doing it 
but eventually I see why that tree was necessary and made the painting better. It’s hard 
to read your circumstances in the moment. But if we trust the Master Painter with his 
canvas we’ll see that he is painting something extraordinarily beautiful.  
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