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        Philippians 1:12-14 11-11-18 

The Christian and Trials 
 

 We continue our look at the epistle of the apostle to the church at Philippi. We read this 

morning from chapter 1:12-14 Now I want you to know, brethren, that my circumstances have turned 

out for the greater progress of the gospel, 13 so that my imprisonment in the cause of Christ has 

become well known throughout the whole praetorian guard and to everyone else, 14 and that most of 

the brethren, trusting in the Lord because of my imprisonment, have far more courage to speak the 

word of God without fear. Dateline Rome, AD 62. The apostle Paul, a short, wiry man, in a prison 

cell. No, probably not, but he was locked up in a house and shadowed unceasingly by a fully-armed 

Roman soldier who watched his every move lest this very famous prisoner escape the clutches of the 

Roman government, now under the rule of emperor Nero. It had been over a year since he first was 

arrested in Jerusalem for inciting a riot. He had undergone several trials and had traveled to Rome 

where he stood trial at the feet of Emperor Nero. Now he remains in Rome under confinement and 

awaiting the verdict. There were three possibilities for him. He could be executed, kept in 

confinement, or released.  

     It was at this time that the Philippians, Paul’s faithful fellow-workers, sent him a gift, and 

through a messenger expressed their great love for the apostle. No doubt these friends were 

terrifically concerned about Paul. It would be as if our brother, Grant McKinney, were to go as a 

missionary to Bagunda and soon we hear that he is in prison for preaching Christ. We would be 

terribly concerned. Would he ever make it out of jail? Was he suffering physically? Was he 

despairing over his predicament? You can imagine how heavily this weighed upon their hearts. And 

in verse 12, Paul speaks to their great concern. How is he doing in prison? 12a Now I want you to 

know, brethren that my circumstances have turned out for the greater progress of the gospel. He 

says, Look, I am doing fine, and what’s more the gospel has prospered and I am rejoicing. What a 

response! What a response! But just think of what his response could have been. Paul could easily 

have been bitter at God. After all, here Paul is serving Him, striving to please Him, and boom! God 

lands him in prison and puts him on trial for his life. What kind of loving Master is that?! Such is the 

response when our faith is only outward and skin-deep. Paul could also have begun to despair. Here 

he had given his life to the great work of preaching God’s word, and building the church, but now, 

now he, the great apostle is confined to a tiny house in Rome. Paul could easily have decided that 
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without his dynamic leadership the church would die and the gospel would fail. He could easily have 

grown discouraged and become depressed; but not this man.  

     How does Paul respond? How does he react to his uncomfortable predicament? I’ve heard it 

said that Paul was like a tea-kettle. Up to his neck in hot-water and yet he sings. Paul did not grow 

bitter. Paul did not despair. Understand this dear friend, God chooses what you go through. You 

choose how you go through it. God chooses what you go through. You choose how you go through 

it. That is so contrary to the way most people face trials, and to the self-piteous, victim mentality we 

bring to them. Learn today from our brother Paul.  

      He waxed strong in faith, and he looked at his predicament in three ways. First, he looked at 

trials opportunistically. There was an airliner having engine trouble, and the pilot instructed his crew 

to have the passengers take their seat and prepare for an emergency landing. A few minutes later the 

pilot asked the flight attendants if everyone was buckled in and ready. All set back here, came the 

reply, except for one lawyer who is still passing out business cards. That is the kind of thing we are 

talking about. Looking at trials as opportunities. Paul saw his time in confinement as an opportunity. 

He could have seen it as a defeat. After all, how could he preach now? How could he teach now? He 

was restrained from ministry. Or was he? Brethren, never, never let the devil convince you that your 

location, your position, your schedule prevents you from ministering to others. I remember talking to 

a dear brother years ago who had done some things that disqualified him from working in youth 

ministry which is something he wanted to do. He was lamenting his situation, really complaining 

that there was nothing he could do anymore in service to the Lord. Strangely, he seemed angry at 

God because, God won’t let me serve Him how I want to serve Him. His perspective on this was 

clouded for a number of reasons, but I hoped he could come to see his limitations, as guidance, as 

opportunity. I encouraged him to get involved doing ministry at the prison near where he lived. But, 

it was obvious this did not suit him. Sometimes the only opportunity we want to see, in our 

limitations, is the opportunity to play the victim – rather than alter our perspective, to see limitations 

as opportunities. May God give you the same grace He gave Paul. Paul was in prison, very limited. 

He could not evangelize openly as he once had. But he did not concentrate on what he could not do 

and what he could not change. Instead, he saw his isolation as a great opportunity to minister in 

prayer. Verses 9-11 tell us that. He also wrote letters, some of which are the lasting treasures of the 

church. He called people to him whom he taught and sent forth to do the work he could not. And 

also he preached to whomever the Lord brought him, to be specific, these soldiers who guarded him. 
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He didn’t grumble O poor me, God put me in jail and now I can’t preach. Instead, he let God direct 

his ministry and he let God close doors and thereby direct him to what was best. Often times, our 

Father puts us on our back or in jail to lead us to what will most advance His cause. I think of John 

Bunyan, the great puritan of the 17th century, who was locked up for preaching the gospel and it was 

there in a dungeon that he wrote the classic Pilgrims Progress. Even before that, Martin Luther, was 

targeted by the Roman church to be executed and he had to go into hiding in a castle, where he was 

rather a hermit for a season, but in his concealment he translated the Bible, for the first time, into 

German – a monumental feat. But it would never have happened had he not seen his situation as an 

opportunity. These men called opportunity what most call defeat. What is your prison? What is the 

dark cloud in your life that is ready to burst open and shower blessings on many? Much will depend 

on how you view it.  

     Well, secondly, I want you to see that Paul viewed his situation unselfishly. You see, Paul 

had spiritual eyes that were able to look beyond his immediate pain to see the good which resulted 

from his trials. And he doesn’t fix his eyes on the trial but on the benefits that came. 12 Now I want 

you to know, brethren, that my circumstances have turned out for the greater progress of the gospel.  

How so? 13 so that my imprisonment in the cause of Christ has become well known throughout the 

whole praetorian guard and to everyone else. The trial of this fantastic man – Jewish scholar turned 

radical Christian missionary – must have been front page news in the Rome Tribune. Can you 

imagine what an impact his testimony must have had? Here is this outstanding multi-lingual scholar, 

one of the most brilliant men of his day, politically, a Roman citizen, naturally, a Jew, religiously, a 

follower of this executed Galilean whom He says rose from the dead and now reigns from heaven. 

And for preaching this, he goes to prison where he continues to joyfully proclaim the gospel. What a 

story! What a witness! The gospel, which he loved, is now a front page item. But more than this, 

because of the witness of these Roman guards, Paul’s reputation has been cleared. No doubt, many 

figured that this little Jewish guy was a half-crazed religious huckster dangling somewhere near 

society’s lunatic fringe. But these men, who were assigned to guard him, came out and reported that 

this was no ordinary prisoner. It didn’t take long for them to realize that Paul was no riotous 

character, but a sincere and devout disciple of this Jesus whom he called Lord and about whom he 

preached and to whom he prayed. There was no doubt in these guards that Paul was innocent of any 

crime and only his unrivaled loyalty to Christ had put him in bonds. So, Paul rejoiced that he could 

bear witness to Jesus in such a powerful way.  
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     The second unselfish and positive good he saw in his trials as a Roman prisoner was that 14 

most of the brethren, trusting in the Lord because of my imprisonment, have far more courage to 

speak the word of God without fear. The courage of Paul, in the face of hatred and persecution, 

mockings, and scorn, served as an example and a motivation to the rest of the church. Paul was 

willing to suffer if this was the result. He would gladly have his mouth clamped shut if God would 

open five others as a result, and that is just what happened. A similar thing occurred in Colombia, 

South America not too long ago. Chet Bitterman, a young American missionary with Wycliffe Bible 

Translators was shot and killed by terrorists trying to run Christians out of the country. Instead, the 

result was to turn the tide of public opinion in favor of the missionaries who before had been 

suspected of all sorts of evils, but in this trial demonstrated their sincerity and love. Furthermore, 

though Chet Bitterman’s work was halted, his death resulted in the most dramatic increase of 

missions applicants in Wycliffe’s history.  

     In the same way, Paul, though suffering himself, was able to see what great things resulted 

from it, and he said in verse 18, I rejoice. Can God really make a man so unselfish as that? You bet 

He can, but only God can do it. Abraham Maslow was a psychologist who developed what he called 

a hierarchy of human needs. The most basic needs, he said, is for physical care, food, shelter, etc. 

Those things needed to stay alive. The second level of need is for security, and, by this, he means the 

assurance that your physical needs will be met tomorrow. The third level of need is to be loved. The 

fourth is the need for a purpose. And the fifth need is for what he calls self-actualization which 

corresponds roughly to a self-giving Christian maturity. Now, one of Maslow’s key principles is that 

a man cannot move to the last step until he has fulfilled the previous need. That is, he won’t be 

concerned about getting supper for next Tuesday until he has today’s, and he won’t worry about 

being loved until he is fairly sure he will live through tomorrow. But notice that he will never truly 

be able to give of himself (that’s #5) until he feels cared for, secure in that care, loved and 

significant. That sounds reasonable doesn’t it? Well, Maslow, explain Paul. Explain how he could be 

on the brink of execution and care more that others are hearing the gospel. Explain 2 Corinthians 11 

where Paul describes how he was beaten, shipwrecked, imprisoned, stoned, robbed and yet still was 

deeply concerned, even empathetic, for the needs of his brethren. Does Paul defy Maslow’s theory? I 

don’t think so. You see, no matter where he was, Paul knew God was watching out for him. He 

loved Paul and He would always love Paul and meet his needs, even if he died, Paul knew God 

would love him back alive in the presence of his glory. And it was this assurance that made Paul able 
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to serve others, even from prison. And friend, the reason you may be unable to give of yourself for 

the sake of others is that you don’t really believe God loves you. That basic lack of  confidence in 

the Lord’s word of grace to us, lies at the core of so many character issues. And you can work all 

day long at changing behavior, but if you do not work on the beliefs behind the behavior you won’t  

see much progress. Those who lack confidence in God’s love also lack a zeal for God’s work. But, if 

you can start to act from the assumption that God loves you and will take care of you, your life will 

look more like Paul’s. You think about that. It could revolutionize your life.  

     We move to main point #3 which is that Paul looked at his circumstances Biblically. That 

means you look at things through the glass of a biblically informed view of life and reality. This is 

not the same as looking at trials optimistically. Many have been taught that it is Christian to pretend 

all is well when all is not well or to act cheery and gay regardless of what is inside you. Some seem 

to teach that a Biblical faith is nothing more than an exercise in positive self-deceit. I’ve heard of a 

little boy in Sunday School who defined faith as believing something you know is not true. But 

that’s not Bible-faith. Bible-faith sticks us squarely in front of reality and won’t let us pretend. Bible 

faith doesn’t run away from or ignore the reality of trials. But it does equip you to face them in 

several ways. First, it warns you that they are coming. If you go into marriage knowing there will be 

problems you are a lot more prepared for them than if they take you by surprise. The same goes for 

your Christian life. And the Scriptures make no bones about the trials that await you if you choose to 

follow Jesus. In fact, when Paul was first converted, the Spirit of God told him that he would suffer 

many things for the name of Christ. So, for Christians, trials are simply part of the expected course 

of things. We would love to pretend it ain’t so, but this life is fraught with affliction. I thought of that 

scene in the movie Princess Bride when the hero Wesley tells his beloved, “Life is pain, your 

highness, and anyone who says differently is selling something.” The salesmen are not hard to find – 

even in the church there are many who are offering a supposed shield against affliction, but the Bible 

doesn’t. In fact, the Scriptures describe the lives of saint after saint replete with suffering. 

     Secondly, the Bible tells you something about the purpose of trials. Suffering is much easier 

to handle if you know it isn’t futile suffering. You ladies who have endured the pain of childbirth 

can probably especially relate to what I am saying. The intensity of your pain is made endurable 

because you value what it brings. I remember hearing RC Sproul’s moving story of how his daughter 

lost a baby she was carrying. And after learning that her baby was dead she learned that she would 

have to go through labor and delivery and all that involved just to give birth to a child that could not 
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breathe. Imagine how much more difficult that would be – a metaphor of pointless suffering. But 

looked at from the perspective of unbelief that is what all suffering is. It is random and pointless. I 

don’t think I could emotionally deal with that. But the Scriptures say otherwise. God’s word says 

that for believers there is good to come from enduring our pains. James 1:2-3 Consider it all joy, my 

brethren, when you encounter various trials, 3 knowing that the testing of your faith produces 

endurance. The athlete that shows up for the first day of football practice and is made to run up and 

down the field in the hot sun, until he is ready to vomit, will only persevere under that if he grasps 

the reason, if he can maintain a vision of future triumph which he hopes will emerge from his efforts. 

Responding rightly to the trials, depends on having a biblical appreciation of their purpose.  

     Thirdly, the Scriptures prepare us for trials by telling us about God. We are told that our 

loving Father is the sovereign ruler of all creation and all history. He is not uninvolved, but actively 

in control. Paul rested in the sovereignty of his God who works all things after the counsel of His 

will. And Paul knew also that this God often brought about the greatest good through the greatest 

trials. What do I mean? Just this: Jacob had 10 sons who wickedly sold their brother Joseph into 

slavery. But years later, when Canaan was starving in a famine, those ten guilty brothers found 

forgiving Joseph in control of Egypt’s wheat. And what did Joseph say about what they had done to 

him? Genesis 50:20 As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good in order to 

bring about this present result, to preserve many people alive. Acts 8 tells of the beginnings of awful 

persecutions for the Christians at Jerusalem. The result: Christians at Jerusalem spread out all over 

Judea and the church grew as they preached the good news wherever they went. The greatest story of 

wickedness turned to good is the unjust trial and crucifixion of Jesus. The Jewish leaders meant it for 

evil, but God meant it for unspeakable good. The Bible tells us that this wonder-working God is in 

control of every detail of life. Therefore, we want to view our trials as having passed to us through 

the arms of our loving father who will give us only what is good.  

    So then, look at your trials opportunistically, unselfishly, and biblically. Really try it next 

time, no matter how small the trial. We close with a story about a mule. Mules are known for their 

stubbornness so most of should be able to relate. And this mule was in trouble. He had fallen down a 

well. The farmer who owned him felt badly for him, but decided that neither the mule nor the well 

was worth the trouble of saving. Instead he called his neighbors together and told them what had 

happened, and enlisted them to help haul dirt to bury the old mule in the well and put him out of his 

misery. Initially, the old mule was hysterical. But as the farmer and his neighbors continued 
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shoveling and the dirt hit his back a thought struck him. It suddenly dawned on him that every time a 

shovel load of dirt landed on his back he should shake it off and step up. Just shake it off and step 

up. This he did, blow after blow. “Shake it off and step up.” he repeated to encourage himself. No 

matter how painful the blows, or how distressing the situation seemed, the ole mule fought panic, 

and just kept right on shaking it off and stepping up. And guess what? That’s right. It wasn’t long 

before the old mule, battered and exhausted, stepped triumphantly over the wall of that well. What 

seemed like it would bury him, actually blessed him. In part, because of the manner in which he 

handled the adversity. Our brother Paul offers us a similar example. What a perspective on our trials 

is supplied in the word of God  and with that perspective comes the heart and energy to shake it off 

and step up to the obedience and holiness and fruitfulness, the Lord has planned for all whom He 

calls His own. Let’s pray 

 

 

 


