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In this third study, we look at the topic of ‘Joy in Suffering’. It sounds like a contradiction of terms. It is 
unlikely that the apostle Paul was NOT dealing with extreme hardship and that he did not feel pain, despair, 
sadness or loneliness. However, this passage highlights that his focus was not on his immediate 
circumstances, but on the task of gospel ministry that was integral to his role as an apostle. 
 
REFLECT & SHARE: Just before the death of King David, he named his son Solomon as his successor. 
He also called the people to radical generosity, to provide for the building of a temple. In 1 Chron 29:5 he 
asked: “Who then will offer willingly, consecrating themselves today to the LORD?" The people responded 
eagerly to this. David prayed: “I know, my God, that you search the heart, and take pleasure in uprightness; 
in the uprightness of my heart I have freely offered all these things, and now I have seen your people, who 
are present here, offering freely and joyously to you.”  (1 Chron 29:17) 
 

• Today’s passage from Philippians 1 raises a question that it’s worth addressing as we start. In light 
of these verses from 1 Chron 29: do our motives and attitudes in serving and giving to God, matter? 

 

READ: PHILIPPIANS 1:12-18 (below) 
I want you to know, beloved, that what has happened to me has actually helped to spread the gospel, 
so that it has become known throughout the whole imperial guard and to everyone else that my 
imprisonment is for Christ; and most of the brothers and sisters, having been made confident in the 
Lord by my imprisonment, dare to speak the word with greater boldness and without fear. Some 
proclaim Christ from envy and rivalry, but others from goodwill. These proclaim Christ out of love, 
knowing that I have been put here for the defence of the gospel; the others proclaim Christ out of 
selfish ambition, not sincerely but intending to increase my suffering in my imprisonment. 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, (NRSV) 

 
A number of themes flow through this passage, which are expressed in different words. 

• Circle the following words/ phrases and see how many times they appear in this passage: 
o Christ/ the Lord 

 
o Joy/ rejoice 

 

o Gospel/ the word 
 

o Preach/ speak/ spread/ proclaim/ defence 
 

o Confident/ boldness/ without fear/ dare 
 

o Imprisonment/ chains/ imperial guard/ suffering/ trouble 
 

o Love/ beloved/ goodwill/ true/ sincerely 
 

• Paul kept talking about the things that he was passionate about. After doing this exercise and 
counting up these words, what are the key themes in this passage and what were Paul’s priorities? 

 

Most commentators believe that Paul’s comments in Phil 1:12-14 are a direct response to questions by 
the Philippians, about Paul’s wellbeing. The phrase “Now I want you to know” was a standard response in 
letters of the time, eg “I want you to know that I was sick, but I’m better now.” However, these verses 
indicate a different focus. ie: 
 Question: Paul, how are you going? We heard you are in prison. 
 Answer: Yes, I’m still in prison. But I want you to know about how gospel ministry is going here.1 

• What does this passage tell us about Paul’s immediate circumstances? 
 

• What does this passage tell us about the state of gospel ministry in his location? 
 

                                                           
1 Thielman, F. (1995). Philippians. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House. p63. 
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Paul’s primary concern is to “advance the gospel” (Phil 1:12): 
“this phrase, prokopēn tou euangeliou, is advancement in spite of obstructions and dangers which 
would block the path of the traveller. The chief obstacle to the fulfilment of Paul’s ministry was, at 
this time, his enforced confinement in the praetorium (1:13)”2 

• What are the types of responses that you get when you open your mouth and start talking about 
Jesus, faith, church, etc? Are there specific restrictions in your workplace that limit your ability to 
share about your faith? Do you see these as obstacles? Have you prayed for the gospel to be 
advanced, notwithstanding these obstacles? 

 

• Being stuck in prison, Paul would foreseeably be prone to feeling to feelings of self-pity, if not 
despondent and depressed. What does this letter tell us about Paul’s ‘head space’? 
 

• In what ways did Paul set an example to other believers? What did they know about Paul’s motives 
for gospel ministry? 

 

Paul’s example inspired two different responses by two different groups of people. In Phil 1:15-18a, two 
different sets of motives are highlighted. These motives zig-zag through these verses in what is called a 
‘chiastic structure’.  
 
Figure 1. The double chiasm of Phil 1:15–18a3 

 

Both the Christians and non-Christians knew that Paul was imprisoned – and was suffering – because he 
was preaching the gospel. (Phil 1:13) They also knew that his imprisonment could have one of three 
outcomes: he would either be released, be imprisoned long term or be killed. No one knew how this was 
going to turn out. Paul kept persevering in gospel ministry, knowing that this might be his last opportunity 
to preach Christ on earth. This was a display of raw courage, perseverance and determination.  
 
In Phil 1:14, we read that “most of the brothers and sisters, having been made confident in the Lord by my 
imprisonment, dare to speak the word with greater boldness and without fear.” (NRSV) 

• Share an incident when you felt empowered to boldly and confidently share something about your 
faith, in the midst of people who are normally quite antagonistic. What was the response? 

 
Part of the suffering that Paul experienced came from other Christians, who sought to “stir up trouble for 
me” (NIV) or “increase my suffering” (NRSV). (Phil 1:17) This would have given him a lot of grief.  

“Trouble” in this context is thlipsis, the basic New Testament word for “tribulation” or “affliction,” 
indicating the difficulties and problems intrinsic to life in an evil world. Here the term probably carries 
several connotations, referring not just to opposition within the church and persecution from outsiders 
(perhaps even from Paul’s captors), but also to the inner pain that all of this would bring Paul.4 

• Read Ps 55:1-5, 12-14, 16-18. The Psalmist cried out to God in the midst of a time of trouble. What 
emotions was he going through? Where were his troubles coming from? How did he see that God 
would resolve his situation? 
 

In Phil 1:18, Paul looked beyond his personal circumstances, writing: “What does it matter? Just this, that 
Christ is proclaimed in every way … and in that I rejoice. Yes, and I will continue to rejoice”. Thielman 
comments that Paul demonstrates that the nature of joy shouldn’t depend on everything going our way or 
our physical and emotional comfort, but from a “settled peace” and “equanimity”, from “making the gospel 

the focus of life” and knowing “God is able to advance the gospel under the most difficult circumstances.”5 
 
REFLECT, RESPOND & PRAY: What do you think of these comments. Pray for each other, in whatever 
circumstances you’re going through and in the challenges of faithfully advancing the gospel.  

                                                           
2 Martin, R. P. (1987). Philippians: An Introduction and Commentary (Vol. 11). Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. p75. 
3 Hawthorne, G. F. (2004). Philippians (Vol. 43). Dallas: Word, Incorporated. p45. 
4 Osborne, G. R. (2017). Philippians: Verse by Verse. Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press. p41. 
5 Thielman, F. (1995). Philippians. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House. p72. 
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