
THE JOY OF ADVERSITY 

Philippians 1:12-26  

 

 A father and his son started out one Saturday morning to go fishing and half way there 

one of the back tires went flat.  They stopped and fixed the tire and proceeded to the lake.  They 

rented a boat and the outboard motor didn't work very well so they have to paddle a little way 

and swap it out for one that did.  They fished all morning and don't get even one bite.  Monday 

morning, the father was at work and someone asked him, “How did the fishing trip turn out last 

Saturday?” and he says, “Just great!”  How can he say that?  It depended entirely on what his 

objective was for the fishing trip.  Was it to catch fish or to spend some time with his son just 

doing some things together?  So many times, our objectives in what we do are material related 

rather than interpersonal or spiritually related and we conclude that significant events are failures 

rather than successes and we lose a lot of our potential for joy in life.  

 When bad things happen to good people, we have a tendency to question God about his 

love and fairness.  That is the wrong starting point.  Faith in God first affirms His love and 

fairness.  We can then look for the right perspective to see that what happens really is for our 

best and for God’s purpose in life.  The life of Paul is a good example of how we could 

misinterpret what had happened to him and conclude that Paul failed in that he spent the latter 

years of his life in prison rather than in some resort community for the retired.  For that matter, 

many people have concluded that Jesus was a failure in that He could not accomplish His goal 

because He was crucified.  Such a conclusion is a result of trying to view eternal cosmic reality 

with the mindset of the world.  The real question is whether we understand what our objective is 

in life and whether we are focused on ourselves or focused on Christ.  

 We need to remind ourselves to view every circumstance as an opportunity for God to be 

glorified, for others to come to know Christ, and for God’s ultimate purpose for us to be fulfilled 

in our lives.   

 

Open Doors – 1:12-14 
12 I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel, 13 so that it 

has become known throughout the whole imperial guard and to all the rest that my imprisonment is for Christ. 14 

And most of the brothers, having become confident in the Lord by my imprisonment, are much more bold to speak 

the word without fear.  Philippians 1:12–14 (ESV) 

 Many people knew and loved Paul and when they heard of his arrest and imprisonment 

some may have concluded, “Isn't it awful that his ministry has been brought to an end.”  Paul 

wanted to assure them that being in prison was really proving to be an opportunity to advance the 

gospel message.  The Christians in Philippi should have remembered when Paul visited their area 

many years ago that he had been put in jail there.  That experience, too, had resulted in lives 

being changed for good.  The Philippian jailer and his family who were won to the Lord are 

excellent examples of how good could come out of a seemingly bad situation.  

 We might wonder if Paul realized (at the time of his latest arrest) that his imprisonment 

would advance the gospel among the Gentile nations.  This realization was most likely 

“conclusive” rather than “predictive.”   He was able to examine what had happened and then he 

shared his insight with other Christians so that they would be encouraged to trust the Lord in 

whatever circumstance in which they found themselves.   

 Paul's reaction to his imprisonment must have been very impressive to those who came in 

contact with him.  Word spread that something was different about this prisoner.  When people 

wanted to know how he could be joyful and helpful and optimistic even when he was in prison, 



then he was able to share with them the Gospel message.  These people, whether they believed or 

not, talked to their friends about this unusual person and probably repeated the Gospel message 

to them, telling about Jesus' life, crucifixion and resurrection.  

 Paul knew that his mission in life was to take the good news of God’s salvation through 

Christ to the Gentile world.  The fact that he was in different places, in different situations, or 

whether he was free or under arrest did not change the focus and objective of his life.  If we think 

about achieving success in whatever activity people may be involved, the common element that 

is present is disciplined, concentrated focus on the objective and the ability to disregard 

distractions.  If Paul was addressing a room full of people in Troas or talking to the Roman 

soldier to whom he was chained, his single-minded purpose was to proclaim the gospel.   

 In the world in which we live today, it is very easy to find ourselves distracted and drawn 

away to other pursuits.  We could argue that such variety is just part of life, but our attention 

should naturally return to our calling and purpose in Christ to advance the Kingdom of God.  

When a person focuses on a single objective and becomes excellent in a particular endeavor such 

as performance artistry, sports, or medicine, the world applauds such focused accomplishments 

and encourages people to engage in such activities.  That same effort and concentration, if 

applied to Christ and His work to the same extent as that was done by an Olympic champion, the 

judgment of the world would be that the person had become a fanatic and needed to find a better 

balance to his or her life.  While most of us will not be called to be an apostle as Paul was, the 

proper balance is found in adopting the same outlook and perspective that he had.  Paul viewed 

and evaluated all the situations that he encountered in life relative to how these would impact the 

advancement of God’s Kingdom and secondarily how it would help him become more like 

Christ.  

 We often tell ourselves and others that “we are witnesses whether we are aware of that 

fact or not.”  The sobering (but unstated) truth of that statement is that our witness can be 

positive or it can be negative.  In an analogous way, our enthusiasm or our apathy can be 

contagious.  Like it or not, we may be setting an example for someone else to follow with regard 

to how we embrace or shun opportunities.   

 A living example is a powerful influence.  Many times, a cause is helped if one of its 

leaders is unjustly imprisoned.  In the 1980s the Solidarity Union in Poland was strengthened in 

their resolve when their leaders were put in jail by the Communists.  The civil rights movement 

in this country gained greater resolve when demonstrators were arrested.  Pro-life groups will 

find more support because people within the movement are willing to sacrifice for what they 

believe.  Paul's boldness did not create a safer environment in which others could witness, but it 

inspired them to serve Christ despite the risk.   

 

Mission Accomplished – 1:15-18 
15 Some indeed preach Christ from envy and rivalry, but others from good will. 16 The latter do it out of love, 

knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel. 17 The former proclaim Christ out of selfish ambition, not 

sincerely but thinking to afflict me in my imprisonment. 18 What then? Only that in every way, whether in pretense 

or in truth, Christ is proclaimed, and in that I rejoice. Yes, and I will rejoice,  Philippians 1:15–18 (ESV) 

 While Paul was in prison, other evangelists were stepping up their efforts to proclaim the 

gospel and some were doing so primarily to build their own reputations.  They wanted to outdo 

Paul so that they could brag about it, thinking that such would hurt Paul.  Others were stepping 

up their efforts to proclaim the gospel because they wanted to keep Paul from being concerned 

that the work was being neglected.   

 The latter part of verse sixteen could be interpreted in a couple of different ways.  One is 



that Paul was confirming that his purpose in life was to proclaim the gospel and to present it in a 

logical way that it would be embraced by others.  The other idea is that Paul was writing to 

affirm that the reason he was under house arrest was because of his defense (apologetics) of the 

gospel message.  This may be a case of not trying to force an “either/or” decision of what the 

verse means, but to simply accept a “both/and” view of what was written.   

 Paul's response regarding how others were responding to his being in prison is very 

interesting. His outlook was on the outcome and not so much on the attitude or motives of the 

person helping to spread the gospel.  What really mattered can be summed up in two simple 

questions:  Are people being saved?  Is Christ being glorified? That is the bottom line.  There 

were many people who had a good attitude toward Paul but were doing nothing to spread the 

gospel message.  These were those who broke Paul's heart.  

 This raises a question that is rarely addressed.  Who helps advance the Kingdom of God 

more, those who preach the word of truth with wrong motives or those who keep silent?   We 

know that Paul resisted those who preached the word with “error” or false information; however, 

Paul was showing tolerance for those who preached because it was just a job or because they 

enjoyed the fame and the praise they received for their ability to speak well.  Some of these may 

have seen themselves to be in competition with Paul in the same way various denomination or 

churches within an area today may seem to be competing to see who has the most members, or 

who contributes the most to foreign missions, or who has the most baptisms, etc.   

 

God Honored – 1:19-21 
19 for I know that through your prayers and the help of the Spirit of Jesus Christ this will turn out for my deliverance, 
20 as it is my eager expectation and hope that I will not be at all ashamed, but that with full courage now as always 

Christ will be honored in my body, whether by life or by death. 21 For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.  

Philippians 1:19–21 (ESV) 

 Paul was essentially saying that his situation was going to work out for the best.  He was 

counting on their continued prayer support and looking to Jesus for continued strength to carry 

on.  Paul realized that he had some difficult times coming up.  He had not yet gone to trial in the 

Roman court and he was unsure of the outcome.  He knew that without the support of the Holy 

Spirit that he was not able, in his own strength, to carry on with boldness and confidence in the 

Lord. Paul's objective in life was to lift up Jesus Christ.  

 It is good when we look out on life and assess the alternatives that we have before us and, 

whatever we see as possibilities, there is something good.  Paul was looking at his possibilities 

and he saw that he might be released from prison as one end of the spectrum and at the other end 

he saw that he might be executed.  Paul saw that no matter what happened, it would be good.  

From an individual, personal perspective, he could say “To live is Christ, to die is gain.”  Paul 

was saying that if he had it in his power to decide which way it would be and if he were the only 

one affected, then he would know what to choose.  On the one hand, he was excited about going 

to be with the Lord.  He really wanted to do that since he was confident that what God has in 

store for those that love Him is better than anything this world can offer.  Really, this should be 

the confident hope of each Christian.   

 Paul was thorough and he gave serious thought about other possibilities of what might 

happen and the ensuing results with regard to his calling to take the gospel to the nations in that 

area.   

 

Christ Alone – 1:22-26 
22 If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful labor for me. Yet which I shall choose I cannot tell. 23 I am hard 



pressed between the two. My desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better. 24 But to remain in the flesh 

is more necessary on your account. 25 Convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue with you all, for 

your progress and joy in the faith, 26 so that in me you may have ample cause to glory in Christ Jesus, because of my 

coming to you again.  Philippians 1:22–26 (ESV) 

 Since we neither live nor die to ourselves (in that others are affected by what happens to 

us), then Paul needed to examine the options.  When he considered both himself and others who 

would be impacted, he was not sure what option he should prefer.  Considerations of the joy of 

being with Christ were placed along side of the duty of his calling in Christ.  He did think that 

the church at Philippi would be benefitted more if he were set free rather than if he died.  Paul 

also had an opinion of how it would work out:  He thought that he would be released.  

 Just think how liberating it is to know that whatever happens will work out for good.  It 

frees us from fear of failure and creates a boldness in us that can accomplish great things.  Paul 

was free of fear and lived more confidently than people of that day (and this day) who had never 

seen the inside of a jail.  The freedom that Christ gives us is not subject to our circumstances but 

gives us victory over every circumstance. 

 Did Paul have joy in the adversity of being under house arrest and literally being “in 

chains?”  He did because of his perspective on life itself (his world view) and this was enhanced 

because he could see that God was already using these circumstances to further the advancement 

of the Kingdom of God.  Paul had this joy even though he did not know the impact his letters 

from prison would have on followers of Christ during the following two thousand years up until 

today.  Just as we have not seen nor heard of all the great things God has prepared for us in 

eternity, Paul could not have imagined the extent the Holy Spirit would use the words that he 

was inspired to write.  It is likely that Paul’s perspective was that he was just impacting the 

various groups of believers he had encountered in his travels as he was obedient to Christ’s 

instructions.  In the same way, we do not know how God will use a simple word of 

encouragement, an offhand comment that references God’s word, the witness that we provide in 

the way we approach life or what we might mention to someone in a time of crisis.  God can use 

our faithfulness to benefit others as we rely on His faithfulness and the fulfillment of His 

promises to give us confidence to live life to the fullest.  


