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“Uncommon Joy: Lesson’s from Paul’s letter to the Philippians” 
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Philippians 1:1-11 

1Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, 

with the bishops and deacons: 2Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ. 3I thank my God every time I remember you, 4constantly praying with joy in every one of 

my prayers for all of you, 5because of your sharing in the gospel from the first day until now. 6I am 

confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you will bring it to completion by 

the day of Jesus Christ. 7It is right for me to think this way about all of you, because you hold me 

in your heart, for all of you share in God’s grace with me, both in my imprisonment and in the 

defense and confirmation of the gospel. 8For God is my witness, how I long for all of you with the 

compassion of Christ Jesus. 9And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more and more 

with knowledge and full insight 10to help you to determine what is best, so that in the day of 

Christ you may be pure and blameless, 11having produced the harvest of righteousness that 

comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God.  

 

 

I shared with you in the September/October newsletter, that Paul’s letter to the 

Philippians holds a special place in my heart.  During my college years, when I 

was first discerning a call to ministry, I worked as a Camp Counselor at Sky Ranch 

Lutheran Camp near Fort Collins, Colorado.  Along with taking kids on hikes and 

high ropes courses, I also led a daily Bible Study on the book of Philippians.   

 

By the end of the summer, I had led eight different youth groups through 

Philippians.  This repetition imprinted the words and ideas of Paul’s letter into my 

very being.  Over the years, when going through good times, bad times, and 

everything in between, words from Paul’s letter to the Philippians entered my 

stream of consciousness and grounded me.  What could be better, really, than 

being reminded of this?  “I can do all things through Christ who gives me 

strength.”, “Do not worry about anything but instead pray about everything.”, and 

“The peace of God which passes all understanding, will guard your hearts and 

minds in Christ Jesus.”  These words are balm to a world-weary soul.   
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This fall, we’re going to take an in-depth look at this letter from Paul.  In our adult 

small groups this fall, you’ll have the chance to develop prayer practices, 

articulate your own theology of hope, as well as have an opportunity to better 

understand racism.  You get to pick what you most want to learn more about.  

But in worship, we’re all going to do the same thing.  We’re going to go deep in 

scripture study.  

 

What’s MOST distinct about Paul’s letter to the Philippians, compared to his other 

letters to early churches, is his joy.  There is a whole lot of JOY in this letter!  Paul 

mentions joy fourteen different times.  There’s joy all over the place!  And yet, it’s 

not the “everything is rainbows and unicorns” sort of joy.  This is not a joy that 

stems from never having had to face hardship.  It’s the opposite of that.  This 

letter comes from a different place.  This is “I’m behind bars in prison and 

awaiting trial and have no idea what the future holds” sort of joy, which makes it 

a whole lot more interesting. 

 

It also makes it all the more relevant for us to study right now.  Paul’s joy was an 

uncommon joy for an uncommon time.  We are also living in an uncommon time, 

and it can feel utterly overwhelming.  So, I’m interested in learning more from a 

guy who managed to know joy in the midst of hard times and an unknown future 

because, if we’re going to know joy today, it’s not going to be the unicorn kind.  

It’s going to be the kind that comes in spite of what might be happening in the 

world around us.  We want genuine joy, the kind that isn’t forced. 

 

Fred Craddock writes in his Interpretation Series, Study of Philippians, that “it is 

common to refer to Philippians as the epistle of joy, but one does wonder why 

the word occurs so very frequently.”  He says, “Perhaps we are unduly suspicious 

of writers and speakers who say some words too often.  Here it may be as simple 

a matter as trying to assure close friends who are heavy with the news of Paul’s 

imprisonment that being in prison and facing death have not robbed him of joy.  

Or, it may be that the Philippians, themselves suffering hostility and conflict, have 

lost their joy; and Paul knows that if they can see that he remains joyful, they 

might recover their own.”i   
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Paul opens his letter with a greeting.  “Grace to you and peace from God our 

Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.”  In his letter writing, Paul often uses the same 

word for both “grace” and “gratitude”.  When translating the scripture from Greek 

to English, when Paul is writing about an action of God toward us, the word is 

translated as grace.  When the action is from us to God, the word is translated as 

gratitude.  “Giving and receiving are really so much alike, one word can define 

both.”ii  Grace and gratitude are one.   

 

After greeting the whole community with grace, Paul continues with gratitude.  

He offers prayers of thanks.  “I thank my God every time I remember you.”  Then, 

he offers prayers on their behalf.  He prays “that their love may overflow with the 

knowledge and insight of God.”   

 

In August, one of the scriptures we reflected on in worship was Paul’s 

establishment of a house church in Philippi.  He shared the good news with a 

bunch of women who were praying by the river, and Lydia was one of the women 

who heard him.  She was baptized at the river, along with her whole household, 

and invited Paul and his fellow travelers to stay in her home.  Lydia’s home 

became the gathering place for this community, and they supported Paul, as well 

as other churches, with financial support and their prayers.  When they heard that 

Paul was in jail, they sent Epaphroditus to assist Paul however he could.  Lydia 

was serious about putting her belief into action, and the Philippian community as 

a whole modeled that same value.  In return, Paul wanted to affirm their efforts 

and to encourage them to keep on keeping on.  

 

The Philippians were serious about acting on Jesus’ teachings.  As we looked at 

last Sunday, in Jesus’ sermon on the plain in Luke, Jesus says, “Why do you call 

me, ‘Lord, Lord’ and do not do what I tell you?”  Jesus cared about faith in action.  

“I will show you what someone is like who comes to me, hears my words, and 

acts on them.  That one is like a person building a hose, who dug deeply and laid 

the foundation on rock; when a flood arose, the river burst against the house but 

could not shake it, because it had been well built.”   

 

So, here’s what we’re going to do this fall.  We are going to be like Paul and Lydia 

and the Philippians and ACT on our gratitude for the grace of God in our lives.  
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Every Sunday we are going to express our gratitude for the people in our 

community who show up and make a difference.  We are going to go beyond 

“thinking” appreciative thoughts to “doing”.  And, we’re going to take a cue from 

Paul and do this in the form of letters and notes, offering our personal gratitude 

and prayers of thanksgiving to people in our community.  

 

God’s grace is abundantly present in our lives.  Gratitude is our natural response.  

We are going to put out as much gratitude into our community as we possibly 

can.  There is already an overabundance of cynicism and frustration that gets sent 

out into the world.  We are going to send out something different.   

 

The reason Paul emphasized joy so much in his letter may have been because the 

Philippians had lost their joy.  I think the intensity of public discourse means our 

communities have lost some joy, too.   If the Philippians could see that Paul 

remained joyful in adversity, it may have helped them recover their own.  It’s my 

hope that we – Lake Harriet United Methodist Church, can help our communities 

recover joy, too.  

 

Some weeks we will have notecards for you to write letters of thanks to teachers, 

firefighters, police officers, Woullet’s cookie bakers.  Today, we have four large 

posters out in the commons area.  We are going to start by offering gratitude to 

the people who stop by the church every single day as part of their jobs, 

delivering packages and picking up mail.  They are part of the Lake Harriet UMC 

“family”, whether they want to be or not.  We see them everyday and we’re going 

to extend gratitude to them for all they do in our neighborhood.  It will only take 

a minute, but please take that minute and sign your name or offer a word or 

sentence of thanks for our USPS, UPS, and FedEx workers.  We will share the 

gratitude posters with them this week, along with some coffee gift cards.  Coffee 

brings joy that is real and genuine, to go along with our real and genuine 

gratitude! 

 

I am really looking forward to this fall.  We are going to know joy together – we 

are going to HAVE FUN - as we extend gratitude out into our community.  Over 

the next two months, we are going to delve into the lessons we can learn from 

Paul’s letter to the Philippians.  May each of us discover uncommon joy through 
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Paul’s words.  May each of us find that we are thanking God every time we 

remember the community of Lake Harriet United Methodist Church! 

 

 

 

i Craddock, Fred.  Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching, 
Philippians, John Knox Press, 1985, page 17. 
ii Craddock, Fred, page 16. 

                                                        


