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I dedicate this joy-filled work to my Savior, 
who writes His Words on my heart as He 
guides me by His grace, leads me in His 

Word, and gives me His joy. 

I am joy-fully Yours, Jesus!
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Introduction
If you’ve mailed me a letter, I probably still have it. I treasure 

handwritten words because the writer has something special to 
say. Maybe the letter is filled with news and updates. Or perhaps 
it contains humbling words of thanks. Often, it includes encour-
aging words and tender reminders. Sometimes it may contain 
carefully crafted remarks that challenge or hold me accountable. 
One of my favorite parts of personal letters is the valediction, 
the complimentary close, such as “Blessings, my friend,” “With 
a grateful heart,” or “Yours in Christ.” Each closing expresses 
the heart of the writer, with honor and regard for the recipient, 
and often includes a word that conveys relationship, like “friend” 
or “yours.” I keep all types of personal letters, emails, and social 
media messages and reread them when I need a good word or 
two.

You’ve received such a letter. Okay, probably many such let-
ters, but I’m speaking of one in particular. The heart of the writ-
er overflows with joy with each word. That writer is the apos-
tle Paul, and while the first recipient was the Early Church he 
founded in Philippi, every word is penned personally for you and 
me too, as God the Spirit inspired the letter writer. We’re about 
to embark on a forty-day adventure, reading and studying this 
letter that’s often referred to as the Letter of Joy. Like other let-
ters we may have received, it is chock-full of news, updates, and 
humble words of thanks. It’s also bursting with encouragement 
and tender words of truth. And if you’re ready for a challenge, 
this letter contains an exhortation of the best kind—to live a life 
worthy of the Gospel of Christ, by the grace of God!

In his Philippians commentary, R. C. H. Lenski writes, “Joy 
is the music that runs through this [letter], the sunshine that 
spreads over all of it” (Lenski, pp. 691–92). In fact, the words joy 
and rejoice are mentioned seventeen times in Philippians. As we 
read, I believe you’ll see why.

The English language falls short in giving the word joy a 
worthy definition. When I asked Google to define joy, I received, 
quite simply, “a feeling of great pleasure or happiness.” Is joy 
just an emotion? Is joy synonymous with happiness? My artis-
tic friend tried to capture the essence of joy by giving us lots of 
words in an attempt to define it. Some come close, but others, 
not so much! 
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Some days, we may exclaim, “I am filled with joy!” Mountain-
top moments are easy to recall: vacations and births, successes 
and weddings. Author Heidi Floyd said, “Really grand events are 
the easiest way to express the joys we’ve felt. The everyday is a 
much more difficult statement for joy, though, isn’t it? We have 
routine, pressure, tasks, the mundane and monotonous that fill 
our every waking moment. A moment of joy has to shine fairly 
brightly to be noticed in the day-to-day operations of normalcy. I 
made a promise to myself a few years ago that I would find those 
joys on a daily basis” (Floyd, p. 73). Could you and I make that 
same promise? Is it possible to find joy? Every. Single. Day?

Yes! In our walk through this study, we’ll begin to recognize 
reasons to rejoice every day! We’ll find them in Scripture and in 
God’s truth lived out in our lives . . . on our everyday days and 
our extraordinary days. On our trying days and our triumphant 
days. Can I be full of joy each day as the apostle Paul was? (Spoil-
er alert: Absolutely!)

Although the joy-filled, Spirit-inspired words of Paul were 
shared first with this faithful Early Church, they quickly became 

Special Delivery: 
The word joy—
Hebrew simchah; 
Greek chara—is 
found more than 
two hundred times 
across Scripture, 
and the related 
word rejoice is 
found another two 
hundred times. 
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a part of the original canon of Scripture, God’s living and active 
Word for us. God gives us the same encouragement, exhorta-
tions, warnings, reassurance, and, above all, good news of His 
saving grace for us in Christ Jesus. So let’s get started!

Using This Study
The eight weeks of Bible study are divided into five study 

sessions, forty sessions total. This format is intended to encour-
age you toward daily devotion time, providing direction for it 
and joy in it. Joy is flexible to be used in personal study or with 
a group to accommodate ever-changing schedules. Give yourself 
some grace and enjoy these sessions in a way that works for you.

Here’s what you’ll find in each session:

·	 JOY Theme: “Joy in . . .” Each session title is also its theme, 
drawn from Philippians. Let God reveal to you, throughout 
your study and beyond, how you possess this joy.

·	 Philippians verses: Each session contains the verses to un-
pack and apply. You may want to mark, memorize, and jour-
nal about these verses throughout this study.

·	 Reading the Letter: Examine this portion of Paul’s letter in 
context with other passages in Philippians and across Scrip-
ture. Dig in to seek understanding, read stories, respond to 
questions, and apply all of it to life. As time allows, choose 
to answer all four daily questions or just one, two, or a few. 
As you read, alone or with others, circle what stands out to 
you. What really “spoke” to you? You can bring that to the 
table for group study when each session is reviewed. I high-
ly recommend you access the answers in the back of the 
book to the daily questions.

·	 Special Delivery: Here and there is a Special Delivery with 
information relating to the cultural or historical backdrop 
or a relevant fact as it applies to the topic of the session.

·	 JOYFUL Challenge! Finally, a daily challenge prompts you 
to apply it to or realize it in your life. Ask the Lord to show 
you how to recognize joy and to know with confidence that 
joy is yours every day!

·	 At the end of each week is a Group Study overview if you’re 
on this journey with others. Some groups may meet for two-
hour weekly study and complete all five study sessions in 
detail. Some groups meet every other week, or some groups 
are just two friends joining for mutual accountability and 
encouragement in God’s Word. Whatever your study looks 
like, Joy is complete with these opportunities:
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Review every JOY Theme from this week: Discuss a favorite 
question or portion from daily study, along with your answers. 
Small groups may go around the circle, each participant taking a 
turn. Large groups may do this table by table.

Talk about your favorite JOYFUL Challenge 

Share a JOY Snapshot: See the JOY in God’s creation—a sunset, 
a flower, or a creature. Capture an act of kindness or a smile. 
Snap a photo of a loved one, event, or familiar place. Thank God 
for it and let joy flood you. Share your snapshot with your group 
because a special scene in the midst of the routine can open our eyes 
to joy. Bonus: Connect your snapshot with a Bible verse or daily 
theme and post it on social media to share your joy even more.

Express JOY! Unique to each group study is a lively opportunity 
to express the joy that’s yours. Where and how can you express 
joy, alone and with your group? 

Open and close with prayer: I encourage you to open ev-
ery study with prayer, asking the Lord to guide and grow you 
through the Word, by the power of the Holy Spirit. Ask Him to 
open your heart to the joy He has for you. At the end of the ses-
sion, let each day’s theme and topic serve as a prayer starter. For 
example, on Day 1, Joy in Believing, you can thank God that you 
believe, by His grace and through His gift of faith in Christ. Ask 
Him to help you realize your joy more fully and lead you to share 
it with others.

Remember, there’s no one way or right way to complete 
Joy. May God’s guidance lead you to it and His grace carry you 
through it. Rejoice in the Holy Spirit’s work through the Word 
and in your life today!

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace 
in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit 
you may abound in hope. (Romans 15:13) 

Joyfully yours in Jesus, 
Deb Burma, author
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WEEK 1
DAY 1

Joy in Believing—
Acts 16
Shared History

When we receive a letter from a loved one, a 
dear friend, or a close colleague, our quick glance 
at the sender’s name or address reveals a great deal 
about the letter’s contents before we even open 
the envelope (or the email, text, or message!). How 
can so little say so much? We have shared history 
with this person. We know her backstory, and we 
probably know her heart. We can’t wait to receive 
news, an update, and a good word from her.

Before we “open the envelope” to Paul’s Letter to the Phi-
lippians, we need to know, as much as possible, what the first 
recipients would have known as they opened it: the shared his-
tory between the sender (Paul) and the recipient (the Church in 
Philippi); the sender’s backstory, purpose, and heart.

A Brief Backdrop
Before we open the Letter of Joy, let’s begin by peeking into 

a few pages of Acts. This New Testament book chronicles the 
formation and expansion of the Early Church, primarily through 
the apostles (thus the book title: the Acts of the Apostles), and 
includes accounts of Paul’s missionary journeys.

Led by the Holy Spirit to bring the saving message of Christ 
beyond Asia Minor and into Macedonia (modern-day Europe) 
on his second missionary journey, Paul and his companions 
came first to a leading city of trade, the thriving Roman colony of 
Philippi (recorded in Acts 16). Peeking into this part of his jour-
ney will reveal how Paul’s ministry and relationship began with 
the believers in Philippi. We’ll understand their close connec-
tions and the reasons he rejoices throughout his letter to them.

Special Delivery: 
A former Pharisee 
(Jewish religious 
teacher), Paul 
had persecuted 
Christians before 
Jesus called him 
to faith and chose 
him to bring His 
Good News of 
salvation to both 
Jews and Gentiles. 
Paul shares a brief 
autobiography in 
Acts 26:2–23 for 
further study into 
his previous life. 
We’ll learn a lot 
more about Paul as 
we go.
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As time permits, read Acts 16:9–24.

Beginnings . . .
Paul’s usual custom upon his arrival in a city was to preach 

and teach in the city’s synagogue. We can surmise that there 
were too few Jews in Philippi to warrant a synagogue because 
Paul went outside the city gates, supposing there would be a 
place of prayer there, near the Gangites River (Concordia’s Com-
plete Bible Handbook, p. 376). As Paul shared the saving news of 
Jesus, a God-fearing businesswoman named Lydia came to faith. 
Considered the first known convert in Europe, this wealthy sell-
er of purple linens and her family were baptized the same day. 
And with that, the first church in Europe began. In response to 
the saving grace she received, Lydia immediately sought to serve 
the missionaries by offering her home for them. It was, perhaps, 
the first headquarters for this newly birthed body of believers 
(Lutheran Bible Companion, vol. 2, p. 539).

An Unfair Arrest . . . An Unlikely Response
As Paul and his companions continued to proclaim the 

Gospel in Philippi, he cast out a demon from a slave girl whose 
owners were profiting by her predictions through the demon. 
Furious because of their loss of income, her owners made 
false accusations against Paul and Silas. Soon crowds and offi-
cials were involved, and Paul and Silas were wrongly arrested, 
stripped of their clothes, beaten, and thrown into prison. (The 
city’s magistrates acted unlawfully; as Roman citizens, Paul and 
Silas were protected against such actions by law [Lutheran Bible 
Companion, vol. 2, p. 539].) The jailer placed them in the inner 
prison, used for added security and for torture, forcing their feet 
in stocks (Concordia Self-Study Bible, p. 1689). He was given or-
ders to secure them especially well, as would be done for the 
worst of criminals.

Let’s look at the miraculous events that followed, beginning 
with Paul and Silas’s unlikely response to their circumstances. 
Read Acts 16:25–34 and make note of several highlights.

1. Under the cover of darkness, a beautiful sound rose from 
the inner prison, and all the prisoners were listening.

a. What had Paul and Silas just endured? How did they re-
spond, before and immediately after the earthquake? What 
does this say about them and what they believed?

b. Were others impacted by Paul and Silas’s response? 
Who and how?

Special Delivery: 
Philippi was named 
after King Philip II 
of Greece, father of 
Alexander the Great. 
It was strategically 
located along the 
Egnatian Way, a 
pivotal roadway 
connecting Rome 
with the east 
(Lutheran Bible 
Companion, vol. 
2, p. 539). In God’s 
perfect timing, 
the creation and 
expansion of these 
roadways further 
enabled the spread 
of the Gospel.

Special Delivery: 
An archaeological 
discovery in the 
ruins of ancient 
Philippi has revealed 
the bema, or 
tribunal, within 
the marketplace 
where the city’s 
magistrates 
sentenced Paul and 
Silas to be flogged 
and thrown into 
prison (Lutheran 
Bible Companion, 
vol. 2, p. 811).

Special Delivery: 
The jailer drew his 
sword upon himself 
when he thought 
his prisoners had 
escaped because 
he knew that the 
penalty under 
Roman law was 
death (TLSB, p. 
1870).
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2. Envision a time you (or a loved one) have been treated un-
fairly. Have you suffered unjustly at the hands of others? 
Were you hurt by gossip, betrayed by a loved one, or passed 
over for a promotion? What was your reaction? Did others 
see your faith despite the trials, or did your reaction reveal 
only anger? How were others impacted by the incident or by 
your response?

I would love to think that neither you nor I will face harsh 
treatment or unjust suffering ever (or again), but it’s likely we 
will. Pray for the unshakable joy of the Lord that IS your strength 
(Nehemiah 8:10), that you may respond like Paul and Silas: calm 
in the face of chaos, rejoicing in the midst of your suffering, con-
fident of your salvation and God’s plan for you. Trust that God 
may use you as His instrument.

3. “What must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30). How would you 
respond if someone asked you this question?

The missionaries gained the jailer and his entire family for 
Christ. They baptized and spoke the Word of the Lord to the 
entire household, and the jailer responded in faith by the Spirit’s 
power.

4. How did the jailer express his new faith?

Can you imagine Paul’s overwhelming joy as he saw how 
God used this circumstance for good, to bring even the unlikely 
to faith? Paul could rejoice, even in persecution, that God chose 
to use him to win people for Christ.

In the morning, the magistrates ordered the release of Paul 
and Silas, but Paul wasn’t going to leave quietly; he wanted to 
“[establish] their innocence for the sake of the church in Philip-
pi and its future” (Concordia Self-Study Bible, p. 1689). The city 
would know that he and Silas had been illegally beaten and 
jailed, though they were innocent (and Roman citizens, at that). 
Instead of leaving Philippi immediately as the officials had asked, 
they went to Lydia’s, where the believers were gathered, to en-
courage and embolden them to carry on in faith. As time per-
mits, finish reading Acts 16:35–40.

JOYFUL Challenge: “Believe in the Lord Jesus and you will be 
saved” (Acts 16:31). Do you regularly recognize the joy of Christ 
that’s yours because you believe, by the power of the Holy Spirit? 
Paul and Silas were filled (and overflowed in praise!) with joy in the 
Lord, all because of their belief and despite the unjust suffering 
they were enduring. The jailer rejoiced because of his belief, the gift 
of God given to him that day.
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JOY is a fruit of the Holy Spirit (Galatians 5:22). What can you 
do daily to express the joy you’ve been given so freely because you 
believe? By God’s grace, you can express the JOY inside, not stifle 
it. You have been empowered by the Holy Spirit .  .  . so how can 
you bear His fruit and share His JOY? Maybe you can bear some-
one’s burden, offer an encouraging word, or share a sincere word 
of thanks.
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DAY 2

Joy in Receiving— 
Philippians 1:1–2

You’ve Got Mail!

I watch for the mailman, and I check my email 
and text messages a little more often than I’d like 
to admit, in the hopes that a personal note will be 
there. I get so excited to receive mail that I might 
even do a joy dance!

Thanks to the return address on the envelope or the contact 
name on my screen, I know the identity of the sender before I 
open my letter with a tear, a touch, or a click. Most letter writers 
today jump right into a salutation. But Paul is careful to clearly 
identify himself from the beginning, per the conventional letter 
format of the time, so there is no misunderstanding concerning 
authorship. Paul also notes that his associate, Timothy, is by his 
side; both are servants of their Savior.

•  R O M E

•  P H I L I P P I

M E D I T E R R A N E A N  S E A

I T A L Y

M
A C E D O N I A

T H R A C E

A
E G

E A
N

 S E A

B L A C K  S E A

Reading the Letter

Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To 
all the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi, 
with the overseers and deacons: Grace to you and 
peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ. (Philippians 1:1–2)

Special Delivery: 
Most scholars 
believe Paul penned 
Philippians around 
AD 60, near the 
end of his two-
year imprisonment 
in Rome, and 
approximately ten 
years after his first 
visit to Philippi (his 
second missionary 
journey), when he 
founded the first 
church in Europe 
(AD 49–51). He 
visited the believers 
in Philippi on his 
third missionary 
journey too (see 
Acts 20:6).

Special Delivery: 
A quick comparison 
of Paul’s opening 
lines in Philippians 
with some of 
his other letters 
(Romans, Galatians, 
Ephesians, and 
more) reveals 
one difference: he 
omits “an apostle” 
in Philippians. 
Perhaps his close 
relationship with the 
believers in Philippi 
means there was 
no need to identify 
himself further.

Special Delivery: 
The word apostle 
(Greek apostolos) 
means “one 
sent forth,” an 
ambassador 
or messenger, 
someone the 
resurrected Lord 
commissioned and 
empowered to 
proclaim the Gospel 
to all nations. Paul 
was called by the 
risen Christ to be an 
apostle (see Acts 
26:12–18).
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With joy, Paul begins by identifying his beloved recipients, 
describing to them who they are in Christ and extending a bless-
ing to them. He calls them saints, which means they have been 
made holy, since they’re united with Christ by faith.

Believers in Christ, we, too, are sanctified (made to be 
saints). We’re certainly not perfect on our own, but we are unit-
ed with Christ by faith and covered in His perfection. He took 
on our sin at His death and conquered both sin and death at His 
resurrection; He made us right with God (righteous) by faith. We 
are set apart for God’s purposes as His children, heirs of God and 
coheirs with Christ (Romans 8:16–17). All this, packed into one 
little word: saint. What a beautiful opening and an apt descrip-
tion of the Philippian believers and of you and me.

1. When you write, do you include in your salutation (Dear 
So-and-So) a heartfelt description of the person to whom 
you’re writing? Let’s allow this to be a takeaway from Paul’s 
warm opening words. What word or phrase could you in-
clude to remind the recipient of her identity?

They’ve Got Mail
We just peeked into Paul’s first trip to Philippi and learned 

of the events there. As Paul writes this letter ten years later, it’s 
poignant to imagine Lydia and her family, the jailer and his fam-
ily, and perhaps other former prisoners to be among the many 
recipients who first read or listen as the letter is shared.

Imagine the Philippians’ joy in receiving the letter itself. 
News from Paul! They know immediately that he is alive and 
well. And in the first few words, they receive the reminder of 
their identity in Christ as saints, followed closely with a pro-
nouncement of God’s grace and peace upon them.

There is JOY in receiving. Let me remind you that you, too, 
have received this letter as your very own, and with it, an imme-
diate reminder of your identity in Christ. You are God’s child, 
a saint, made holy in your Savior, Jesus, by faith in Him. As the 
Holy Spirit spoke through Paul, He continues to speak to you 
and me today through God’s Word. Receive His truth with the 
expectancy that God has something new for you to learn with 
joy!

Right away, we receive this blessing: God’s grace and peace 
for us in Christ. His grace (unmerited, undeserved favor) is what 
led Him to send His Son to the cross for us. His peace comes 
from knowing our sins are forgiven and we are reconciled with 
God for eternity. The two really belong hand-in-glove, if you will: 
we are covered in grace and filled with peace.

DAY 2

Joy in Receiving— 
Philippians 1:1–2

You’ve Got Mail!

I watch for the mailman, and I check my email 
and text messages a little more often than I’d like 
to admit, in the hopes that a personal note will be 
there. I get so excited to receive mail that I might 
even do a joy dance!

Thanks to the return address on the envelope or the contact 
name on my screen, I know the identity of the sender before I 
open my letter with a tear, a touch, or a click. Most letter writers 
today jump right into a salutation. But Paul is careful to clearly 
identify himself from the beginning, per the conventional letter 
format of the time, so there is no misunderstanding concerning 
authorship. Paul also notes that his associate, Timothy, is by his 
side; both are servants of their Savior.

•  R O M E

•  P H I L I P P I

M E D I T E R R A N E A N  S E A

I T A L Y

M
A C E D O N I A

T H R A C E

A
E G

E A
N

 S E A

B L A C K  S E A

Reading the Letter

Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To 
all the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi, 
with the overseers and deacons: Grace to you and 
peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ. (Philippians 1:1–2)

Special Delivery: 
Most scholars 
believe Paul penned 
Philippians around 
AD 60, near the 
end of his two-
year imprisonment 
in Rome, and 
approximately ten 
years after his first 
visit to Philippi (his 
second missionary 
journey), when he 
founded the first 
church in Europe 
(AD 49–51). He 
visited the believers 
in Philippi on his 
third missionary 
journey too (see 
Acts 20:6).

Special Delivery: 
A quick comparison 
of Paul’s opening 
lines in Philippians 
with some of 
his other letters 
(Romans, Galatians, 
Ephesians, and 
more) reveals 
one difference: he 
omits “an apostle” 
in Philippians. 
Perhaps his close 
relationship with the 
believers in Philippi 
means there was 
no need to identify 
himself further.

Special Delivery: 
The word apostle 
(Greek apostolos) 
means “one 
sent forth,” an 
ambassador 
or messenger, 
someone the 
resurrected Lord 
commissioned and 
empowered to 
proclaim the Gospel 
to all nations. Paul 
was called by the 
risen Christ to be an 
apostle (see Acts 
26:12–18).
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2. GRACE. Read Ephesians 2:8–9 and Romans 3:23–24. 
Through these verses and by definition, what do you learn 
about grace? Why could the grace of God be considered the 
greatest of all gifts?

3. PEACE. Paul also pronounces the peace of God in Christ 
in his opening words. What’s unique about the blessing of 
peace God gives, and why is it incomparably greater than 
the “peace” the world offers? (Read John 14:27, also noting 
the context.)

4. Who are the people of grace and peace in your life—those 
who pronounce both blessings into your life when you need 
them most?

JOYFUL Challenge: Do you receive with a heart of joy? Do 
you receive well? Consider grace-filled words in a note or letter. 
Do you believe them as you receive them? When someone speaks 
truth into your heart, do you listen and let those words bless you 
or do you dismiss them because you feel undeserving?

A friend told me that the words and Scripture I’d shared 
during a devotion spoke so specifically to her current struggle that 
she was certain God had guided her there to hear them. She knew 
the joy she felt was straight from God, and she praised Him; then 
she thanked me. I could have dismissed her words, but I didn’t. I 
embraced her, gave the glory to God, and trusted Him to continue 
working in her life and situation. Receiving her words gave me joy. I 
knew that the impact of my words was all God’s doing—I was only 
the vessel through which He worked—just as I know that all joy 
ultimately comes from Him. I’m still learning to receive well. How 
about you?

My sister in Christ, trust that God is working through another 
person’s gift to you, whether it’s words of blessing reminding you 
of your identity in Christ (like Paul’s) or a tangible gift of love. And 
you, likewise, bring joy to the gift-giver when you receive it with a 
heart of joy.


