Philippians overview # 7: ‘Rejoice!’

This is a study, not of a particular passage, but of a word that is often repeated throughout Paul’s letter to the church at Philippi, ‘Rejoice!’ Paul uses this word, in one form or another, 16 times in this passage. Why? As a child, you may have sung a little song that goes like this,

“If you’re happy and you know it, clap your hands (x 2)

If you’re happy and you know it then you really ought to show it (repeat first line)

This simple song makes an important point: In this dark and sad world, if you know of a good reason to be happy, then you should certainly let others know about it. Throughout the book of Philippians Paul makes this very point. The purpose of this study is to help us better understand why rejoicing in the Lord should be an attitude that is continually reflected in the life of every follower of Jesus. 

Paul tells us that we should rejoice in the Lord as a safeguard against Satan (3:1). In last week’s study, immediately before launching into his stern warning about the religious sect that was trying to lead them astray, Paul instructed the believers at Philippi to rejoice in the Lord as a safeguard against Satan. If Satan is going to lead us away from Christ, then the first thing that he needs to do is make us feel dissatisfied with what we have received in Christ. Jesus has died for our sins, and risen from the dead that we might have eternal life. Jesus has also given us the Holy Spirit so that we might become like him. This is truly good news! But we all know that Satan can use difficult circumstances to whittle away at our joy in the Lord. Rejoicing is not about painting false smiles across our faces when we’re feeling down – that would make us look like a bunch of clowns. Instead, it’s about continually reminding one another of the new reality we share in Christ: Our sins are forgiven! We are being made into the likeness of Christ! God is preparing for us an eternal home in heaven! Jesus is coming soon to take us there! These are good reasons to rejoice!

We should rejoice in the Lord because Satan’s dark kingdom is being pushed back, and God’s kingdom of light is advancing (1:18). We have learned that Paul wrote this letter from prison, where he was under arrest for preaching about Jesus. But even while he was in prison, Paul continued to rejoice. He did so first of all because his imprisonment didn’t mean that he was out of action. God simply turned his prison into his mission field. But even while he was in prison, Paul knew that Christ was still at work, building his kingdom through other believers. The Church has always faced opposition from Satan. We know that Satan and the world opposed Christ himself; and Jesus has warned us that if they opposed Him, they will also oppose us, his servants. But this opposition has never slowed the advancing of the kingdom of God. In fact, Christians are often most active when the opposition from Satan is most fierce. Opposition has a way of waking us from our spiritual slumber and calling us into action. This is what Paul experienced even as he sat in his prison cell. Therefore, he continued to rejoice, knowing that the advancement of the kingdom of God didn’t depend on him alone. Christ said that he would build his church and the gates of Hell would not prevail against it. Therefore, we should keep rejoicing, even in difficult times. 
We should rejoice in the Lord because of what he is doing in the lives of other believers (2:17 – 18). Even as Paul faced the possibility of his own execution, he continued to rejoice because of what God was doing among his spiritual family in Philippi. When Paul received the report that the little church that he planted was growing in it’s love for God and for one another, he simply couldn’t hide his joy. There is nothing more discouraging to a Christian than to think that God has forgotten about us, and is no longer at work among his people. If this is the case, then why go on? But there are few things more encouraging than to hear the stories of other believers who are experiencing the power of God in their lives. These testimonies remind us that God is alive and well! As believers, our lives will go through many ups and downs. Therefore, it is important that we keep our eyes and ears open for the ways that God is working in the lives of other believers. And it is just as important that we don’t keep our mouths closed when God has been working in our personal lives. In Christ, we can give one another reasons to rejoice. 

We can do no better than to conclude this study with Paul’s own words on the matter, ”Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near.” (4:4 – 5) 
