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“Uncommon Joy:  Lessons from Paul’s Letter to the Philippians” 

Rev. Melanie Homan 

September 16, 2018 

Philippians 2:12-30 

12 I want you to know, beloved,[f] that what has happened to me has actually helped to spread 

the gospel, 13 so that it has become known throughout the whole imperial guard[g] and to 

everyone else that my imprisonment is for Christ; 14 and most of the brothers and sisters,[h] 

having been made confident in the Lord by my imprisonment, dare to speak the word[i] with 

greater boldness and without fear. 

15 Some proclaim Christ from envy and rivalry, but others from goodwill. 16 These proclaim Christ 

out of love, knowing that I have been put here for the defense of the gospel; 17 the others 

proclaim Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely but intending to increase my suffering in 

my imprisonment. 18 What does it matter? Just this, that Christ is proclaimed in every way, 

whether out of false motives or true; and in that I rejoice. 

Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, 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 It is my eager expectation and hope 

that I will not be put to shame in any way, but that by my speaking with all boldness, Christ will 

be exalted now as always in my body, whether by life or by death. 21 For to me, living is Christ 

and dying is gain. 22 If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful labor for me; and I do not 

know which I prefer. 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 for you. 25 Since I am 

convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue with all of you for your progress and joy 

in faith, 26 so that I may share abundantly in your boasting in Christ Jesus when I come to you 

again. 

27 Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that, whether I come and see 

you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you are standing firm in one spirit, 

striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the gospel, 28 and are in no way intimidated 

by your opponents. For them this is evidence of their destruction, but of your salvation. And this 

is God’s doing. 29 For he has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, 

but of suffering for him as well— 30 since you are having the same struggle that you saw I had 

and now hear that I still have. 

 

 

Some weeks, more than others, have events that cause me to hit the pause button.  I 

pause so I can climb up to the top of the figurative balcony and get a better look at 

what is happening, in the hopes of gaining a better perspective.  This week was one of 

those weeks.  We’ve had some new opportunities and possibilities come up for the 
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Joyce Uptown Foodshelf and it’s really exciting.  And it has required a huge amount of 

time, a number of really intense conversations, and I’m bracing myself because it’s only 

the beginning of a lot of hard, important work.  You are going to have a chance to hear 

more about these possibilities at Listening posts that the Board of Trustees will be 

hosting before the end of the month.  I’m excited because when we feel the Holy Spirit 

moving, it means we get to show up, pay attention, and work alongside God.   

I started feeling anxious, though, because I had other important things to do.  Like get 

ready for the kick off of Wednesday night programming here at the church.  And 

Sunday worship.  And we agreed to welcome Jing, the exchange teacher from China 

who lived with us last year, into our home for another two years.  She is getting her 

master’s degree at the University of Minnesota and so we’ve been trying to get settled 

into a new routine at the house.   

And then I got a call from a friend, in tears, who shared that her father had died.  Her 

mother died in January, she lost her job in April, and her dad died this week.  Would I 

come help with the funeral.  Yes.  Of course.   

And then another friend called and said she wasn’t sure how she could bear to go to 

sleep and face waking up again because her husband left her.  And she was scared to be 

alone.  I told her – we no longer have a guest room, but we have a blow up mattress 

and a pillow with your name on it, so book a flight and come stay with us.   

 

By Thursday afternoon, I had a pounding headache that I could not get rid of.   I was 

feeling the weight of responsibility and love and sadness for people I care about.  Then 

Katie Froehlich, the member of Lake Harriet church who is in seminary out east, sent me 

a text message and said,  

“I don’t understand any of this Grace stuff”.   

To which I responded:  “Me neither.” 

Katie:  “Well that’s encouraging.”  

Mel:  “Actually, I do understand grace but I have pounding headache and I hate text 

messaging.”  

Katie:  I just sat through umc history and was googling everything and understand none 

of it.”  When your pounding head is better will you explain it to me? 
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Mel:  Prevenient grace is the best. 

Katie:  I don’t understand it. 

Mel:  It’s like the front porch of a house. 

Katie:  That’s what my book said.  I don’t get it. 

Mel:  What don’t you get. 

Katie:  All of it. 

Mel:  Well that narrows it down. 

Mel:  I did a whole sermon series on grace last winter.  Maybe February?  Look on the 

website. My head is pounding.  Use the google.   

And that is what pastoral care looks like with seminary students.  Not necessarily good 

pastoral care, but that’s what you get through texting.  

 

By Thursday afternoon, I hit the pause button and made my way up the figurative 

balcony to get better perspective.  Because here’s the thing.  People are dying.  

Relationships are ending.  Opportunities come up at the most inconvenient times.  And 

seminary students are struggling to understand grace.  THE WORLD IS A WILD AND 

CRAZY PLACE RIGHT NOW!  Not to mention the fact that millions of people are 

impacted by hurricanes that are pounding the east coast and they don’t know what their 

future holds.   

I was sitting atop the balcony looking out over everything happening right now, when 

Lorrie Sandelin, our Volunteer Coordinator sent me this quote:  It’s from Brene Brown:  

“We hold on to pessimism because it’s safe.  But to hold on to hope and joy and love – 

that takes courage.”  We hold on to pessimism because it’s safe.  But to hold on to hope 

and joy and love – that takes courage.  YES.  This was the reminder I needed.   

In the section of the letter that Paul wrote to the Philippians that we’re looking at today, 

Paul is in a mess of a situation.  He’s in jail.  He’s awaiting trial.  He has no idea if he will 

walk away from that trial a free man, or if he will be executed.  His life is hanging in the 

balance, and he is torn about whether it is better to live or to die.  He’s TORN about it.  

The question this raises for Paul – and for us – is how do we find joy when life is in ruins.  

Where does our hope come from when we aren’t sure if it’s better to live or to die?   
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Paul was in a pretty powerless position.  As I’ve already said.  Jail.  Trial.  Potential death 

sentence.  And yet – Paul and millions of other people throughout history miraculously 

seem to find their voices within situations where they feel powerless.  Paul goes so far as 

to share the pros and cons of living and dying.  Being with Christ or serving Christ.  And 

he ultimately lands on the side of life.   

Here’s The Message paraphrase of his thoughts: 

I’m going to keep that celebration going because I know how it’s going to turn 

out. Through your faithful prayers and the generous response of the Spirit of 

Jesus Christ, everything he wants to do in and through me WILL be done. I can 

hardly wait to continue on my course. I don’t expect to be embarrassed in the 

least. On the contrary, everything happening to me in this jail only serves to make 

Christ more accurately known, regardless of whether I live or die. They didn’t shut 

me up; they gave me a pulpit! Alive, I’m Christ’s messenger; dead, I’m his bounty. 

Life versus even more life! I can’t lose. 

22-26 As long as I’m alive in this body, there is good work for me to do. If I had to 

choose right now, I hardly know which I’d choose. Hard choice! The desire to 

break camp here and be with Christ is powerful. Some days I can think of nothing 

better. But most days, because of what you are going through, I am sure that it’s 

better for me to stick it out here. So I plan to be around awhile, companion to you 

as your growth and joy in this life of trusting God continues. You can start 

looking forward to a great reunion when I come visit you again. We’ll be praising 

Christ, enjoying each other. 

In the most desperate of circumstances, Paul does not want to give up on the future 

possibilities that exist, the future opportunities that he will have to share good news – 

gospel – with the Philippians and with others.  He has courage and with courage comes 

hope and joy, and love.   

I’ve mentioned my friend Jen in several other sermons.  She’s a Navy Chaplain and while 

serving on a base in Norfolk, Virginia, her husband Steve, also a Navy Officer, died.  Her 

life felt like it was in ruins.  She had a 6 month old baby to raise alone, while also serving 

in the military.  I flew out to Norfolk to officiate at Steve’s funeral and when I arrived, her 

friend Amanda picked me up from the airport.  Amanda is also a Navy chaplain.  She’s 
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also a Jewish Rabbi.  And in the first days following Steve’s death, she stayed with Jen.  

She took care of Jen and she took care of the baby.  And she provided a steady 

reminder to Jen that she was not alone and she was going to be ok.   

Amanda is now serving as a Marine Chaplain at Camp Lejeune in North Carolina.  On 

Facebook, she posted that she had evacuation orders this week due to Hurricane 

Florence.  But she’s a Rabbi.  And Rosh Hashanah was this week.  And so she posted that 

she led Rosh Hashanah services all day Tuesday, and then she went home to quickly 

pack the things in her home that are irreplacable, in case she returns after the Hurricane 

to find her home in ruins.  So what did she pack in her small car?  She’s a single mom – 

and after leading services all day – she packed up her 1 year old daughter, their three 

dogs, and The Torah.  That’s it.  The rest can be replaced.  She got in the car and drove.  

Hours and hours and hours at a snails pace.  Not knowing where she was going to stop, 

or what she will eventually return home to find.  But as long as she has her daughter, her 

dogs, and her Torah, she will live with thanks.  Torah.  The physical reminder that God 

goes with her.   

We can go anywhere when God and the word of God goes with us.  We can go through 

ruins and places we feel powerless or hopeless - when we remember that God goes with 

us.  And then, we can get to the place where we can plan for the future, look to the 

future with hope and anticipation, just like Paul.  Paul, as torn as he was about living and 

dying – could not wait to return to the Philippian community and to continue the work 

of Christ.   

We can face the grief of loved ones dying, or relationships ending, or hurricanes 

destroying.  Because we do not face them alone.  That’s the power of community, and 

what the Philippians provided to Paul, and what we provide to one another.  We are a 

physical reminder to one another of the presence of God with us.   

There’s an interesting side note that Paul addresses in this passage.  He mentions that 

while he’s in jail, there are these “other” preachers, who are preaching to spite him.  And 

in other letters, Paul gets really worked up, he gets really upset when other preachers 

start teaching the people something about God that he doesn’t think is true.  But that’s 

not the case here.  These other preachers – their theology isn’t wrong – they are 

preaching Christ – they are just preaching it for the wrong reasons.  Right belief – wrong 

motive.  And Paul says, “That’s ok.”  It’s okay.  
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And let me tell you, it’ is a HUGE RELIEF to be reminded that try as hard as I might to 

have right belief and right motive and all things that are “right” – it’s also okay when I 

get it wrong.  Because the good news can withstand my mistakes.  Paul says, “Christ is 

being proclaimed.”  The Good News is good news, no matter the fallibility of the person 

speaking.  Frankly, that’s the only reason I can get up here and speak of Good News 

each week.  So I’m really glad Paul chose to mention that it’s ok when the preacher 

misses the mark, for Christ is still proclaimed.  This was a beautiful reminder while I sat 

atop the balcony overlooking all that was happening this week.  And with this reminder 

of grace, along with the quote “We hold on to pessimism because it’s safe.  But to hold 

on to hope and joy and love – that takes courage.”, I was able to come down from the 

balcony, and join into the nitty gritty work of facing life with courage.   

As we enter a new week, we receive the grace of God, and we continue to respond with 

gratitude.  May we know the joy of gratitude towards God and gratitude towards others.  

Please hold in prayer the countless numbers of people who are fearful about what the 

coming days hold.  May they find that God goes with them wherever they find 

themselves, and may they discover the people of God ready to assist.  Which means us.  

May we live out John Wesley’s prayer, to do all the good we can. By all the means we 

can. In all the ways we can. In all the places we can. At all the times we can. To all the 

people we can. As long as ever we can. 

 

  


