
Philippians 1:1-18a Rejoice as We Work 

Together in Christ’s Kingdom 

 I once heard an old pastor say 

something that really stuck with me.  He 

said, “My life and ministry haven’t been 

filled with a lot of happiness.  But they sure 

have been filled with a whole lot of joy.”  

Now, it’s worth stating that this pastor had 

definitely been through some serious trials 

in life.  He’d experienced some family 

tragedies; there had been sicknesses and 

deaths.  This pastor had experienced some 

pretty tough things in his ministry.  He’d 

been through a lot of things in life which no 

one would ever describe as things that 

bring you happiness.  And yet, this pastor 

said that his life was filled with joy.  So this 

man was making a distinction between 

happiness and joy.  He was saying that 

happiness is an emotion, a fleeting 

emotion.  We might have that feeling for a 

while.  But then it could and, no doubt, 

would be gone.  But joy is something 

different.  The kind of joy he was talking 

about wasn’t just an emotion.  It was 

something that had staying power.  The joy 

which this pastor experienced throughout 

his life was something that didn’t change 

even as the circumstances of his life 

changed.  This joy was the attitude and the 

perspective through which he filtered all of 

the things he experienced in his life.  And 

most importantly, his joy was something 

that he always had because of his Christian 

faith. 

 As Christians, that sort of lasting joy 

can be ours, as well.  That’s why, for the 

next seven weeks, we’re going to dig into 

the book of Philippians.  The Apostle Paul’s 

letter to the Christians in the ancient city of 

Philippi is known as the great book of joy.  

In fact, in this short, four chapter letter, 

over the course of 104 total verses, the 

Apostle Paul is going to use the word joy or 

rejoice seventeen times.  And here’s the 

interesting thing; Paul wrote this book of 

joy at the end of a pretty tough stretch of 

time in his life.  We’ll talk about those 

circumstances in a second.  And I think 

you’ll agree, when you hear about Paul’s 

circumstances, no one would end up saying, 

‘Oh,!  What happy times Paul was 

experiencing!”  And yet, Christian joy is 

exactly what he possessed. 

 Now, before we get into the content 

of the letter itself and examine and apply 

the first half of Philippians 1 today, it’d be 

good to share a little background regarding 

the relationship the Apostle Paul had with 

these Christians in Philippi.  So, Philippi is a 

town in modern day Greece.  It’s about ten 

miles inland from the Aegean Sea in the 

Mediterranean Sea.  It looks like it’d be a 

pretty cool place to visit as I checked it out 

on Google Maps earlier this week.  The 

Apostle Paul first visited Philippi on his 

second missionary journey, probably right 

around the year 50 A.D.  So you can read 

about this in Acts 16.  Paul had actually 

been preaching in some cities in modern 

day Turkey when the Lord sent him a vision, 

telling him to go to the region of 

Macedonia, where Philippi was located, and 

share the gospel there. 

So Paul and his travelling 

companions travelled west and arrived in 

Philippi.  And here’s a quick summary of all 

that happened during Paul’s visit to Philippi.  

The gospel was shared.  People came to 

faith.  What was most likely the first 



Christian worship service on European 

continent took place during this time.  Paul 

got arrested and thrown in jail when he 

drove an evil spirit out of little girl who 

could tell the future, and he ended up 

converting the jailor in Philippi to faith in 

Christ after a midnight earthquake shook 

the whole jail.  And then next day Paul got 

publicly excused of the charges brought 

against him.  Pretty run of the mill stuff, 

right?  But here’s the most important thing 

to know.  By the Holy Spirit’s work through 

Paul a beautiful, committed congregation of 

faithful believers came into existence.  Very 

cool. 

 Now, fast forward a little over a 

decade.  That’s when the Apostle Paul 

wrote this letter to the Philippians which 

will be before us for the next seven weeks.  

This is how it happened.  Around the year 

57 A.D., Paul got arrested in Jerusalem 

because some Jewish folks really hated the 

gospel of Jesus Christ, and that made Paul 

public enemy number one.  So Paul gets 

sent to jail, and apparently Roman courts in 

those days were a lot like our courts today, 

and Paul’s case got caught up in the court 

system.  He was awaiting trial for years.  

Then he got transferred to a town called 

Caesarea and, there, a plot was discovered 

against Paul’s life, so, long story short, Paul 

asks that his case be heard before the 

leader of the Roman Empire, Caesar 

himself.  And Paul could do that as a Roman 

citizen. 

So Paul gets put on a ship crossing 

the Mediterranean Sea.  And on the way he 

gets shipwrecked, but he survived.  And 

then he got bit by a poisonous snake, but he 

survived.  And eventually, he gets put on 

another boat and makes it to Rome, where 

he has to await the time when his case will 

be heard by the Roman Caesar.  So now, 

Paul is staying in Rome; he’s under house 

arrest.  He has his own rented place.  He 

can have visitors.  But he’s been arrested 

and detained- unjustly, mind you- for the 

last five years of his life.  And, by the way, 

as he sits in his house under house arrest, 

he is always tethered with a light chain to 

the Roman soldier charged with guarding 

him.   

Those are not happy circumstances, 

right?  Can you imagine having gone 

through what Paul did?  He’s been wrongly 

detained.  He’s being treated unfairly, like 

he’s a violent criminal.  Paul’s life has not 

been pleasant for a considerably lengthy 

stretch.  And all of that tough stuff has been 

brought about because of Paul’s Christian 

faith.  It’s under these circumstances that 

Paul wrote a letter from Rome to the 

Christians in Philippi. 

You know, you would consider it 

completely reasonable if you heard that 

Paul was filled with negativity, that he was 

feeling defeated, if he just would have 

griped to the Philippians.   You’d get it if you 

heard Paul even was questioning his faith 

and wondering if God was on his side.  But 

what does Paul do?  What’s his attitude 

through all this?  Listen to how Paul begins 

this letter to the Philippian Christians.  “3 I 

thank my God every time I remember 

you. 4 In all my prayers for all of you, I 

always pray with joy 5 because of your 

partnership in the gospel from the first 

day until now, 6 being confident of this, 

that he who began a good work in you will 

carry it on to completion until the day of 



Christ Jesus.”  What does Paul express?  

Thanksgiving to God and joy.  Paul is 

thankful, in the first place, that these 

Philippians had the same faith that he had.  

He’s thankful that these folks in Philippi are 

“saints,” as he refers to them.  They’re holy.  

Not because they had lived such holy lives 

by their own will and power.  But they were 

holy because they knew and believed that 

Christ’s holiness had been credited to them; 

Christ covered over them and over all their 

sins. 

And more than that, Paul rejoices in 

the gospel partnership he shared with these 

Christians in Philippi.  He’s thankful for the 

way these Philippians had supported his 

ministry.  And they did so in numerous 

ways. On three different occasions that 

Christian congregation had sent gifts to Paul 

to care for his needs so he could devote his 

time and effort to sharing Christ.  These 

Philippians prayed for Paul.  They showed 

genuine concern for Paul’s welfare.  These 

Philippians loved the gospel and they 

showed it by their loyalty to the apostle 

who had brought them to know God’s 

grace.  

My brothers and sisters in Christ, it’s 

so good that we have the same sort of 

gospel partnership with each other that the 

Philippians had with Paul.  It’s so good to be 

able to call you brothers and sisters.  But it’s 

so easy to take that for granted.  Maybe in 

part it’s because we’re Americans and we 

pride ourselves on individualism.  But much 

more so, it’s because we have this terrible 

knack for taking God’s blessings to us for 

granted.  So let’s not take these gifts for 

granted.  We have a bond that ties us 

together more tightly than any group or 

organization or political party every could.  

We belong to the same family.  We were 

adopted as the children of God, and the 

adoption price paid for us is more than we 

can ever comprehend-the blood of Jesus, 

the one who became our brother so that 

we would belong to him. 

So what a blessing it is, when we feel alone 

or frightened or troubled in this world, to 

have people who are going to be there to 

remind you that our help comes from the 

Lord, the maker of heaven and earth.  What 

a blessing it is, when having a Christian faith 

and living your Christian faith can look 

pretty strange in this world and can make 

you feel like an outcast, to be able to come 

here and find a spiritual family that believes  

just what you believe, to be surrounded by 

people that make you feel like you belong, 

like you’re home.  What a blessing it is to 

worship together, to confess our sins 

together, to receive God’s forgiveness 

together, to sing together, to study the 

Scriptures together, to hold each other up 

in prayer.  What a blessing it is to be able to 

support gospel work together.  You know, 

none of us could plant a mission church on 

our own.  Believe me, I used to serve on our 

Wisconsin Synod’s Nebraska District 

Mission Board and I looked at the sticker 

prices for mission churches all the time.   

Can’t afford that on my own.  But when we 

as a congregation pool our resources, and 

when our congregation walks together and 

works together with other congregations 

with whom we share this awesome 

Christian fellowship, we can plant churches 

and train pastors and teachers to serve in 

those churches.  We have reason to rejoice 

that our partnership is advancing the 



gospel, just as Paul’s gospel partnership 

with the Philippian Christians advanced the 

gospel in his day. 

 That leads to the other big reason 

why Paul was rejoicing in the first half of 

this first chapter of Philippians.  I 

mentioned before that Paul was under 

house arrest, chained to a Roman soldier, as 

he wrote this letter.  He’d been under arrest 

for the last five years of his life.  Five years 

of unwarranted captivity, hearings, and 

appeals.  The temptation for 

discouragement would have been 

tremendous.  But what was Paul’s attitude 

toward the unfortunate things which had 

happened to him?  Listen to what he says 

starting at verse 12:  “Now I want you to 

know, brothers and sisters, that what has 

happened to me has actually served to 

advance the gospel. 13 As a result, it has 

become clear throughout the whole palace 

guard and to everyone else that I am in 

chains for Christ. 14 And because of my 

chains, most of the brothers and sisters 

have become confident in the Lord and 

dare all the more to proclaim the gospel 

without fear.” 

 Paul recognized through the tough 

and unjust situation he was facing, God was 

working for good.  Really big good.  

Specifically, it was advancing the message 

about Christ.  Just think about this:  what 

sort of behavior do you think most of the 

Roman guards charged with guarding 

prisoners witnessed during their shifts as 

they were chained to the prisoner they 

were guarding?  I’m sure they saw and 

heard nastiness and dejection and despair 

and hate.  But when those Roman soldiers 

were tethered to Paul with that light chain 

in Paul’s rented home, what did they see 

and hear?  They witnessed a man who 

obviously was not the dangerous rebel he 

had been accused of being.  They witnessed 

a man who, in spite of being arrested for his 

faith, had doubled down on his faith.  They 

witnessed a man who seized every 

opportunity to share his faith in Christ.  

They witnessed a man who continued to 

coordinate gospel outreach efforts through 

the visitors who came to see him, through 

guys like Timothy and Luke and 

Epaphroditus.  Those Roman soldiers 

witnessed a man who was not hostile 

toward them, but who was kind and 

respectful and filled with Christian optimism 

and joy.  And it sure seems to be the 

implication that some of those Roman 

soldiers who were guarding Paul ended up 

becoming believers in Christ themselves.  

And at the very least, Paul’s bold and joyful 

witness gave other Christians the courage 

to share their faith more boldly and freely. 

 Make no mistake about it: God can 

and does the same things in our lives.  

Certainly the trials and troubles we face are 

vastly different from the trials which Paul 

was facing.  But our Lord absolutely uses us 

in times of testing to witness our faith and 

to put on display the peace that come from 

knowing that we are God’s children and 

that he is always on our side.  That’s a 

reason for joy.  My brothers and sisters, 

rejoice in the gospel partnership we share, 

and rejoice that our Lord uses us to do his 

kingdom work.  Amen. 


