
Good from Bad 
Philippian 1:12-26 

Can good things come from bad? When we reflect on the events of the last 18 months, our minds will 
likely naturally be drawn to the pain that COVID has brought to our communities, to our country and 
to the whole world. However, if we look under the surface, we see that there were positive stories to 
come out of the pandemic as well – just look at the army of volunteers who came forward to support 
the COVID response and latterly the vaccination effort. Then there are the much greater appreciation 
people in the UK have for our NHS and social care services. For some people, the pandemic has made 
their working life easier as they can work from their home and avoid the commute and the amount of 
travelling required for many jobs has reduced – which is also reducing the damage that we do to the 
environment.  

The pandemic also encouraged people to come up with innovative solutions to allow activities during 
lockdown – I have seen this in all aspects of my life – not just my work but also my work with the 
Scouts which adapted quickly to the changed world along with all youth organisations. The same is 
true of church – 2 years ago who would have thought that I would be leading worship from my study.  

When we look at these examples we see that even in the worst of situations and I think we can all 
agree that COVID 19 falls into that category – good things can happen.  

In our reading today, Paul is writing to the church in Philippi. He is writing this letter to the church 
from prison, likely in Rome where, as a Roman citizen he is entitled to appeal his case to Caesar. Paul 
is facing the very real prospect of being martyred, paying the ultimate price for his proclamation of 
the gospel message. Given the situation that Paul finds himself in, you would expect his letter to the 
Philippians to be sad as Paul reflects on the situation that he finds himself in. However, if anything the 
opposite is true. Philippians has been described as the most joyful book in the Bible — it has been 
called the Epistle of Joy and we can see why as the apostle Paul uses the Greek words for joy and 
rejoicing sixteen times in only 104 verses. In spite of imprisonment and in spite of the fact that he is 
facing execution for his faith, the apostle can rejoice. How can Paul be so positive in what seems to us 
the worst of situations.  

The answer to this comes from the good things that Paul can see coming out of the challenges that he 
faces. He saw his imprisonment – far from being an end to his missionary activity, as an opportunity 
to advance it. Whilst imprisoned he has been sharing the gospel message with the palace guard – and 
it is unlikely that these are ordinary soldiers – the words translated as Palace Guard were used to refer 
the Praetorian Guard, the imperial Guard of Rome, who were the Emperor’s elite guard and these 
soldiers, those closest to the Emperor himself, are guarding Paul and hearing Paul preach and talk to 
other’s about the Gospel message. As the minister and biblical scholar William Barclay asks in his Daily 
Study Bible on Philippians: 

“Is there any doubt that in the long hours Paul would open up a discussion about Jesus with the soldier 
to whose wrist he was chained?” 

We don’t know how God was able to use the seed that he planted in these soldiers through Paul but 
it is far from impossible that some of them became Christians as a result of Paul’s teaching. And not 
only that, but the early church, seeing how God was using Paul in his imprisonment to further the 
gospel message are encouraged to do likewise and are emboldened to speak the word of God 
themselves to even more people may come to know God’s saving grace. 



As a church and as a congregation we are going through a hugely challenging time at the moment for 
many reasons, not just the COVID pandemic, and it is easy for us to be discouraged in our faith and 
start asking why has God allowed us to find ourselves in this situation. But Paul’s example challenges 
us to ask that last question in a different way – instead of asking it in a defeated way ask it in a curious 
way  - why has God allows us to finds ourselves in this situation, is there an opportunity that he wants 
us to take, to share his Gospel message or to help someone else? When we encounter difficult 
situations do we allow ourselves to be discouraged or do we, like Paul, look for ways to demonstrate 
our faith even in bad situations? 

I mentioned earlier that Paul’s imprisonment had inspired many others to preach the Gospel message 
but in v15, Paul tells us that not all those who are preaching are doing so for the right reasons. There 
are those who love Paul and want to carry on his work but there are also those who are preaching for 
selfish reasons, to further their own ambitions and build their reputations, who saw Paul’s 
imprisonment as an opportunity to increase their own influence. Again, our worldly way of thinking 
may tell us that Paul should be angry about this, people are using his suffering to further their own 
ambition and benefiting from his hardship, but again we see Paul take the opposite position and in 
fact he rejoices about it because whatever the motivation, the Christian gospel is being preached. 
Again Paul serves as an example to us – he is not sharing the Good News of Christ for personal gain, 
but because it is what God has called him to do so if anyone is hearing the Gospel message that is to 
be celebrated no matter what their motives are. We can feel resentful if someone else gets the credit 
for the work that we have done or if someone does something good for the wrong reasons but Paul 
reminds us that in all of this it is never us that deserves the glory – only God deserves the glory for 
what he does through us so however people come to see God’s glory, even if it is through someone 
acting for their own ends rather than God’s, it is to be rejoiced and celebrated.  

Paul then comes, in v19, to what will seem to us the worst part of his current predicament – the 
possibility that his punishment for spreading the Gospel could cost him his life if he is executed. Even 
in this, which I know would terrify me, he is joyful, and does not know which outcome he would prefer 
– to live or to die. In v23 we read: 

“I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; 24 but it 
is more necessary for you that I remain in the body.” 

Paul sees the good outcomes in both situations – if he is to die then he will be united with Christ. 
Barclay explains that the word translated as “desire” in these verses is “the word for striking camp, 
loosening the tent ropes”. As some of you know, I am a keen Scouter so have pitched many tents in 
my time and struck many camps – quite often in the rain. When we strike camp it is getting ready to 
move on, to go somewhere else whether that is back home or to a new camp. This is how Paul sees 
death – he is moving on from the temporary place that he has resided on earth and going home  
Interestingly when someone involved in Scouting dies, it is often said that they have “Gone Home”. 
So, Paul desires to move on from his earthly life to a life with Christ but he also recognises that if he 
lives then he can continue to serve God in the work that he has called him to do, to spread his word 
and because of this purpose, he is convinced that he will live and he did - he was released from his 
imprisonment and had more time to further God’s kingdom on earth.  

One of the ways in which Paul is sustained during this challenging time is by those around him and the 
wider church. At the start of the letter to the Philippians, we see Paul giving thanks for the church in 
Philippi and the partnership that they have in the gospel. You may feel this contradicts what I said 
earlier about all glory being due to God, but it’s not. We rejoice in God’s people because of Christ, we 
rejoice at how Christ is at work in them – as Paul writes in v6: 



“He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” 

Again, this should challenge us to think how we can support and sustain those around us, particularly 
those facing challenges in their lives and if we are going through a difficult time ourselves, is there 
someone around us who we can lean on, who can help us to see the good that can come out of our 
darkness. Paul rejoices in how God is at work in the church in Philippi and how God has opened their 
eyes to see Christ’s glory and the importance of the gospel message. Do we do likewise, do we rejoice 
in God’s people or are we tempted to compare and compete – looking for glory in our own 
achievements? Paul shows us that we should rejoice in others spiritual growth even if it is to our 
detriment.  

The church in Philippi must have been so encouraged by Paul’s letter. They were worried about their 
friend, imprisoned and facing death, and may have expected a letter from him to show him 
discouraged by the situation that he found himself in, but instead they receive this Epistle of Joy. Paul 
recognised that even in the toughest of situations, God is at work and there are many things to be 
thankful for and for which we should rejoice and praise God. In many ways Paul’s letter flies in the 
face of earthly thinking – it shows humility and a recognition that earthly pleasures cannot compare 
to the majesty of being united with Christ in Heaven. And this is why this letter is the Epistle of Joy. 
There is little for Paul to find joy in by earthly standards, imprisoned under constant guard, separated 
from his friends and facing the very real prospect of death but his joy doesn’t come from earthly things 
but from Christ, Paul rejoices at how Christ is at work in the people he missions to, namely his guards, 
in those who are hearing the gospel message, however they are hearing it and in the early church and 
the way that Christ’s glory is shining through it and his ultimate joy comes because he knows that 
through Christ’s death on the cross he has been delivered from his sin and he belongs to his risen 
Saviour and Lord. Therefore, whatever his enemies do to him he remains confident in his ultimate 
salvation and this salvation changes his perspective on the challenges he faces.    

We will all face challenges in our lives and the last couple of years have presented us with many such 
challenges, and in these challenges it can be easy to become discouraged and lose sight of God’s 
promises to us, like the Israelites who grumbled about food only days after their exodus from Egypt 
(Exodus 16:1–3). Paul’s letter to the Philippians, his Epistle of Joy challenges us to follow Paul’s 
example and change our perspective on our present challenges by looking forward with confidence to 
the awesome day of Christ, and to rejoice in God’s mighty works and the way that he is at work in his 
people. Christian joy is the better than any joy we may experience on Earth because Christ lives, 
because we belong to him and because through his salvation we can all be freed from sin. 


