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JOY: IT’S DISCOVERING WHAT MATTERS MOST OF ALL   
PHILIPPIANS 1:1-11 
 
Joy can be as hard to define as it is to experience.  I saw it, however, this past 
weekend in the face of my 4 year old grand-daughter, Hallie Grace.  On two 
occasions we got to enjoy swimming in a pool with her.  During the last outing, 
our son – her daddy – did what many daddys have done through the years.  He 
would pick her up, toss her high up in the air and let her splash back into the 
water. Every time, Gram and Grandpa would congratulate her and Hallie Grace 
would squeal with delight and say breathlessly, “Do it again, Daddy!”  It was a 
picture of joy – childish joy, to be sure – but joy, nonetheless. 
 
Well, today I want to begin a study with you of Paul’s letter to the Philippians.  
Jesus Christ is the dominant theme, subject or focus of this letter.  Jesus was the 
dominant theme, subject and focus of Paul’s entire life and every letter he ever 
wrote.  But one additional sub-theme or supporting focus does show up in this 
letter often.  Quite simply, it’s joy.  Joy, Paul implies throughout this letter, is the 
distinctive mark of a follower of Jesus.  Whatever else it may be, life in Jesus is a 
life of joy.  I counted Paul using the word “joy”, “rejoice” or “be glad” no less than 
fifteen times in this rather brief letter.  We often think of joy as a feeling – an 
emotion that comes and goes on its own.  But, joy, for Paul wasn’t so much a 
feeling as an activity.  Many times it shows up as a command in this letter:  
“rejoice… be glad… rejoice in the Lord, always.”  I appreciate Eugene Peterson’s 
observation.  “Paul doesn’t just tell us that we can be happy, or how to be happy.  
He simply and unmistakably is happy.  None of his circumstances contribute to 
his joy:  He wrote from a jail cell, his work was under attack by competitors, and 
after twenty years of so of hard traveling in the service of Jesus, he was tired and 
would have welcomed some relief….  It is this ‘spilling out’ quality of Christ’s life 
that accounts for the happiness of Christians, for joy is life in excess, the overflow 
of what cannot be contained within any one person.”   
 
Joy is life in excess.  That’s the name I’ve decided to give our study:  “Joy:  Life 
in Excess.”  How many of you today feel like you just have an excessive amount 
of life this morning? How many of you have just too much joy? I don’t know about 
you, but I feel like so often I really have to fight for joy.  I don’t think I’m a 
depressed or melancholy person by nature; nevertheless, when I look out at the 
world and what a mess it’s in, when I look within at myself – my own faults and 
failings, when I observe the sufferings in the lives of other Christians that they 
didn’t bring on themselves as well as the problems we do bring on ourselves, I 
realize finding and keeping joy is elusive.  It doesn’t come naturally.  It doesn’t 
just happen. I have to choose to be joyful.  Joy has to be this deliberate decision 
based on and in Jesus Christ.  It’s a way of living I have to enter into somehow.  
Philippians helps me understand how to fight for joy and how to be joyful not 
because of what I find in life but quite often in spite of what I find in life.     
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Just a little background as we get started.  In Acts 16, you can read how Paul 
brought the message about Jesus to Philippi – a city located in present day 
Greece.  We don’t know how long he stayed there, but long enough to see 
several people become followers of Jesus, long enough to get thrown in jail for 
expelling a fortune telling demon out of a slave girl which aggravated her owners 
because they could no longer make a buck off of her, long enough to be 
miraculously delivered from prison by an earthquake and lead his jailer to trust in 
Jesus, and long enough to get escorted out of Philippi by its rulers for being a 
troublemaker.  Most scholars believe Paul wrote this letter to his Philippian 
friends about 12 years after starting this church.  By that time, Paul was a 
prisoner in Rome over in the next door country of Italy for the “crime” of telling 
people about Jesus everywhere he went. He was probably literally chained to a 
Roman soldier every moment of every day waiting for an audience with Caesar 
himself who would decide his fate – life or death. 
 
Now, today, I want us to consider the first eleven verses of this letter.  Let’s read 
them just now.  Prayer is a dominant part of these verses, isn’t it?  You can 
observe how and what Paul prayed about in those verses.  What you pray about 
reveals what matters to you.  Frankly, sometimes we can pray self-centered, 
immature or just plain wrong prayers:  “Dear God, bless me and my family above 
all.  Do this for me, God.  Do that for me, God.  And do it when I want it done. 
Amen.”  But in Paul’s prayer we see what matters most of all and that is one way 
to discover the joy that Paul possessed - even chained to a Roman soldier and 
having no idea what the immediate future held for him.    I see here at least three 
lessons about joy.  First, joy is discovered in being… 
 
CONSECRATED TO JESUS ABOVE ALL. 
 
Why did Paul travel all over the countries bordering the eastern part of the 
Mediterranean Sea telling people about Jesus, starting churches for those who 
believed, and suffering persecution from those who didn’t believe?  The answer 
is actually found in verse 21 of this same chapter.  “For to me, to live is Christ 
and to die is gain.”  (Ph. 1:21 NIV) That absolute, sold out consecration to Jesus 
is reflected in the prayer we just read.  It’s all about Jesus from first to last.  Jesus 
was the meaning of Paul’s existence.  Paul didn’t care about being successful, 
about making lots of money, about filling his life up with lots of luxuries, about 
having a comfortable retirement or even about discovering his potential as a 
human being.  Life was a Person – Jesus of Nazareth who died and rose again.   
 
When we get to chapter 2, we’ll see there why Paul’s consecration to Jesus was 
so deep.  This Person – God Himself – had given up unparalleled privilege and 
greatness to become a human being.  Jesus had subjected himself to all the 
limitations and frustrations of being a human being so that He could introduce 
you to His Father for all eternity.  His love meant dying on a cross to pay a debt 
you could never pay and to die a death that you deserved to die.  Paul had 
experienced the unfathomable grace of God through Jesus.  So had the 
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Philippians.  And so have you and I.  Because this Jesus had done so much for 
Paul, Paul had fully consecrated his life to this same Jesus. 

And what a Savior this Jesus is!  Verse 6 is one of my favorite verses in all of the 
Bible.  “And I am certain that God, who began the good work within you, will 
continue his work until it is finally finished on the day when Christ Jesus returns.” 
(Ph 1:6 NLT)  That verse is one reason I believe that if you have truly been born 
again by the Holy Spirit, you cannot and will not ever lose your place in Heaven.  
God wanted you long before you ever wanted God.  God Himself guarantees the 
spiritual work He began in you when you put your trust and faith in Jesus.  You 
and I are quitters by nature, but God always finishes what God starts. He has 
given your life a purpose and a mission that is eternal in its scope and dimension.  
To be more specific, He wants to use you to help other people come to know Him 
in the same way that you know Him.  Of course, you need to cooperate everyday 
with the Holy Spirit’s efforts to make you more like Jesus, but God will finish what 
He started in you!  You don’t have to give into despair and disappointment with 
yourself.  Instead, you must keep your eyes on Jesus at all times and grow in 
your consecration to Him every day. 

I love the story about a little orphaned boy who lived with his grandmother, his 
only living relative. One night their home caught on fire.  The grandmother tried to 
rescue the little boy asleep upstairs, but she died in the smoke and flames.  A 
crowd gathered around the burning house.  The boy finally woke up and his cries 
for help could be heard above the crackling of the blaze.  No one seemed to 
know what to do; the whole house appeared to be engulfed in flames.  Suddenly 
a stranger rushed from the crowd, went to the back of the house, and saw there 
an iron pipe that reached an upstairs window.  He climbed up the pipe which was 
now very hot from the fire, disappeared into the home for a moment and then 
reappeared with the boy in his arms.  While the crowd cheered him on, he 
climbed down that hot pipe as the boy hung around his neck.   
 
Weeks later a public hearing was held in the town hall to determine in whose 
custody the boy would be placed.  Each person who wanted to adopt the boy 
was allowed to speak briefly.  One man said, “I have a big farm.  I can give him a 
great place to live.”  A second man said, “I’m a teacher. I can make sure he gets 
a good education.”  The richest man in the community said, “I’m wealthy.  I can 
give this boy everything he wants or needs.”  Finally, the convener of the hearing 
asked, “Is there anyone else who wants to say a word?”  From the back seat, a 
man rose and walked to the front. He moved slowly as if he was in great pain. 
Reaching the front of that room, he stood directly in front of that little boy. He 
slowly removed his hands from his pockets.  A gasp went up from the crowd 
because the man’s hands were terribly scarred.  The little boy cried out. He 
recognized the man who had saved his life – the man whose hands were scarred 
from climbing up and down that hot pipe. With a leap of joy that boy threw himself 
around the man’s neck and held on to him for dear life.  The farmer who wanted 
to adopt the boy got up and left.  So did the teacher. So, also, did the rich man.  
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Everyone left leaving the boy and the rescuer who had won his allegiance 
without even having to say a word.  Jesus stands before you, looks you in the 
eye and then shows you His nail-scarred hands. He doesn’t have to say 
anything. Those hands say it all.  Joy is discovered in being consecrated to the 
One who has done so much for you.  Secondly, joy is discovered in being… 
 
COMMITTED TO JESUS’ CHURCH DESPITE IT ALL. 
 
This was another reason for Paul’s joy.  He says he always prays with joy 
“because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now” (Ph. 1:5 
NIV).  There existed between Paul and this little group of believers in Philippi a 
deep bond of spiritual partnership and fellowship.  They were in this together.  
Participation here is something more than just having a lot in common; it’s 
participating together in something bigger than any of them individually: God’s 
mission to bring people to Himself through Jesus.  Paul loved them, prayed for 
them and rejoiced in their spiritual progress. They prayed for Paul, sent along 
financial gifts to him as they were able and rejoiced in how he was sharing the 
good news of Jesus with those who had never heard.  Their consecration to 
Jesus was bigger than any differences.  It didn’t matter who was Jewish or 
Gentile, who was rich or poor, who was slave or free, or who was male or female. 
What mattered was the fact that they had a similar purpose and calling – to share 
with others who Jesus was and what Jesus had done for humanity.   
 
What’s being described here - without the word ever being actually used - is 
church.  Now, I’ve read lots about how the local church is becoming less and less 
meaningful in our culture and how even Christians are giving up on the church.  
A lot of that is true.  Some of it’s even understandable, because sometimes local 
churches do really stupid stuff.  Church people can reject lost people who are 
looking for Jesus.  Members of churches can squabble with each other so much 
that lost people don’t want anything to do with church.  Churches can be so 
internally focused that it’s pretty obvious they only care about themselves.  But 
Jesus is always connected with His Church in the Bible.  Mission agencies and 
parachurch organizations are great, but the local church is still God’s primary tool 
to introduce people to Jesus as Savior and Lord.  When you’re consecrated to 
Jesus, you will eventually become committed to His Church. That commitment 
will find and must find expression in vital, regular participation in some local, real, 
concrete gathering of His imperfect, flawed people. 
 
Can you get your feelings hurt at church?  It’s not a matter of if, but when!  Can 
church be a spiritual pain rather than a spiritual joy?  Absolutely!  But, don’t tell 
me that you want and love Jesus, but you don’t want anything to do with His 
people!   It just doesn’t work that way.  Now, I would have given up on my faith 
and on church a long time ago had it not been for Jesus.  The only reason to be 
committed to the church is because you’re consecrated to Jesus first.  When 
you’re consecrated to Jesus, you realize the place of the church in His mission 
and so you commit yourself to work in and through a local group of believers.  
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The Church of Jesus – and this local church – Karl Road Baptist Church – is 
worth serving not because what it is, but because of who Jesus is.  It’s hard for 
us in our over-individualized American culture to appreciate fully when the Bible 
says, “If we love our Christian brothers and sisters, it proves that we have passed 
from death to life….”  (1 John 3:14 NLT) In other words, one way you know 
you’re really a Christian is when you’re in vital fellowship and participation with 
other followers of Jesus, in other words, the church.  One way to discover joy, 
then, is to find a place of fellowship, a place of service, and a place of partnership 
in ministry with God’s people.  Like Paul and the Philippians, we’re in this 
“Gospel” thing together.  The journey won’t always be happy or pleasant, to be 
sure, but if you persevere, you will discover joy along the way.   
 
Some years ago at a Vacation Bible School at another church, the class was 
interrupted midweek about an hour before dismissal when a new student was 
brought in.  Davey had one arm missing.  Since the class was almost over, the 
teacher had no opportunity to learn any of the details about how Davey had lost 
his arm or how he was adjusting to not having it. She welcomed him into the 
class as warmly as possible, but she was very concerned that one of the other 
children would comment on his disability and embarrass him.  But as the class 
time came to a close, she began to relax a bit. She asked the class to join her in 
their usual closing ceremony.  “Let’s make our churches,” she said.  “Here’s the 
church and here’s the steeple, open the doors and there’s…”  Just then she 
realized the impact of what she’d just done. The very thing she had feared that 
the kids would do, she had done – call attention to Davey’s disability.  As she 
stood there speechless, a little girl sitting next to Davey reached over with her left 
hand and placed it up to his right hand and said, “Davey, let’s make the church 
together.”  There is a deep kind of spiritual joy that’s only found when you put 
your inadequate, handicapped, flawed life alongside the inadequate, flawed and 
handicapped lives of other followers of Jesus and pray, “Let’s make the church 
together.”  Thirdly, joy is discovered in being… 
 
CONTROLLED BY JESUS’ LOVE THROUGH IT ALL. 
 
That’s yet another challenge Paul leaves with the Philippians.  That’s what 
makes consecration to Jesus and commitment to His Church worthwhile.  “And 
this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and 
depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best….”  (Ph. 1:9-10 
NIV)  We’ve been thinking about how joy is found in discovering what really 
matters or as Paul puts it there – “so that you may be able to discern what is 
best.”  When you allow the Holy Spirit to so fill you with God’s love that you’re 
controlled by that love, joy is one inevitable result.   
 
I’m intrigued by what Paul says here:  “Now, Philippians, this is my prayer for 
you. This is the desire of my heart….”  What?  That they increase their 
membership by 50%?  That they increase their budget by $100,000 dollars?  No.  
Paul’s greatest desire is that they increase, abound and overflow with God’s love.  
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That’s what matters the most to Paul.  God’s love is the ultimate evidence of His 
grace working in your life and mine.  Abounding.  That’s a picture of a spiritual 
river flowing over or flooding its banks so that it can encompass the lonely, the 
outcasts, the hurting even within our church family.  There’s nothing exclusive 
about God’s love.  As we get into this letter to the Philippians, we’re going to see 
that they had their problems.  Most of them were relational not doctrinal.  That 
usually is the real problem in most churches. Paul has to encourage them to be 
likeminded, to have the same love, to be one in spirit and purpose. He has to 
warn them against selfish ambition. He has to urge two influential women – 
Euodia and Syntche - to agree with each other.  False doctrine rarely destroys a 
church. False relationships do the job much more effectively. Lack of sound 
doctrine will never destroy KRBC; lack of love might.  That’s why I need to 
encourage you as your pastor to abound in love to one another in this church 
family and beyond it to our community so that you’re controlled by that love.   
 
Did you notice that God’s love is deep rather than shallow?  “And this is my 
prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of 
insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and 
blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes 
through Jesus Christ – to the glory and praise of God.”  (Ph. 1:9-11 NIV)  God’s 
love is characterized by knowledge and discernment.  Human love might be 
blind, but God’s love has 20/20 vision. It gives us unusual sensitivity into God, 
into others, and into what is right, excellent and best to do.  The promise here is 
that when your love as an individual – and the love of our congregation as a 
whole – is knowledgeable and discerning, when it is pure and blameless, when it 
is filled with righteousness, then it gives glory and praise to God.  Is there a risk 
in loving others with God’s boundless love? Of course there is!  Sometimes that 
love will be rejected.  In our fallen and sinful world, you can’t love others without 
at some point in time getting or being hurt by those you love.  Then, why do it?  
Because, as Paul says here, by it God is glorified and praised.  That’s how God 
loved us in Jesus and loves us still – sacrificially and with a servant attitude.  And 
when you get filled with God’s love, that’s how you love others, too – sacrificially 
and with a servant attitude.  That giving of yourself in love will bring you joy. 

Joni Eareckson Tada is an amazing woman of God.  Paralyzed from the neck 
down in a diving accident when she was a teenager, Joni has gone on to become 
a writer, an artist, an advocate for people with disabilities – and perhaps most 
importantly – a shining example of how to fight for God’s joy in the midst of great 
suffering and adversity.  Once she was surrounded by a crowd of women in a 
restroom during a break at a Christian women's conference. One woman, putting 
on lipstick, said, "Oh, Joni, you always look so together, so happy in your 
wheelchair. I wish that I had your joy!" Several women around her nodded. "How 
do you do it?" she asked as she capped her lipstick.  "I don't do it," Joni said. "In 
fact, may I tell you honestly how I woke up this morning?  This is an average day. 
After my husband, Ken, leaves for work at 6:00 A.M., I'm alone until I hear the 
front door open at 7:00 A.M. That's when a friend arrives to get me up. 
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While I listen to her make coffee, I pray, 'Oh, Lord, my friend will soon give me a 
bath, get me dressed, sit me up in my chair, brush my hair and teeth, and send 
me out the door. I don't have the strength to face this routine one more time. I 
have no resources. I don't have a smile to take into the day. But you do. May I 
have yours? God, I need you desperately.'"  "So, what happens when your friend 
comes through the bedroom door?" one of the woman asked. "I turn my head 
toward her and give her a smile sent straight from heaven. It's not mine. It's 
God's. And so," Joni said, gesturing to her paralyzed legs, "whatever joy you see 
today was hard won this morning."  
 
Yes, a lot of times, you and I have to choose joy.  Sometimes you have to fight 
for joy.  It can be a very elusive thing.  But Paul’s initial words to his Philippian 
friends reminds us that finding and keeping joy has something to do with being 
consecrated to Jesus above all, being committed to Jesus’ church despite it all 
and being controlled by Jesus’ love through it all. 
 
 
 


