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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. 

 

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.  

 

For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain. If I am to live in the flesh, that means 

fruitful labor for me; and I do not know which I prefer. I am hard pressed between the 

two: my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better; but to remain in 

the flesh is more necessary for you. 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, so that I may 

share abundantly in your boasting in Christ Jesus when I come to you again. 

 

  

Okay, I want to get a few things off my chest this morning. A week ago I arrived at the church to 

do a couple of hours of early pre-marital counseling with a couple and the alarm goes off, to the 

great entertainment of my soon-to-be-married couple, and I don’t have my cell phone to call 

Tony. No problem; the alarm company calls him.  

 

And last week I’m driving in downtown Birmingham and get pulled over by a very kind officer. 

He explains to me that it’s illegal to have tinted windshields on my car because officers can’t see 

whether I’m wearing my seatbelt – which, thank God, I was. Fortunately, when he finds out I am 

the new United Methodist pastor, driving my dad’s old car from Florida, he tells me he’d be in 

deep trouble if he gave me a ticket because his wife volunteers at our Rummage Sale. And they 

pattern the rummage sale at their church on ours. So I didn’t get a ticket, but I did get the 

‘points.’ 

 

And then the promotional message for our new Pictorial Directory goes out without the greeting 

Laurie and I recorded, so no one has any idea what church is calling them to sign-up for a photo. 

After playing phone-tag and recording it again four times, thinking we finally have it right, our 
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answering machine takes the call and it cuts out in the middle. So please sign-up for your picture 

today in Fellowship Hall.  

 

Then as I was printing the last things for today’s worship service, our attention-starved cat Aries 

jumps up and sits on my lap, leaving a big deposit of her winter fur on my suit as I run out the 

door. It’s been too long between haircuts, so I decide to trim a few stray hairs and now it looks 

like I’ve got the mange.  

 

With all these complaints, isn’t it a wonder I can preach the Gospel at all? I’m a fairly positive 

guy, but some days I could just lose it. But I’ve got to tell you: I do feel so much better for 

having shared all of this with you! 

  

When minor irritants – or real misfortunes – hit you, what is your response? Do you whine like I 

just did? Or do you have a faith-infused perspective that changes everything you experience? In 

contrast to my litany of complaints, the Apostle Paul seems to know a secret. Paul’s attitude is so 

foreign to our normal way of going through life that we hardly know how to relate. When bad 

things happened, what did Paul do? He counted it all as a big plus-sign for the kingdom of God. 

He counted it as “gain.” Here he is, imprisoned by the Imperial Guard – which was no treat – and 

all he can see is that the kingdom of God is the better because of it. He says that his brothers and 

sisters in Christ are emboldened to speak out without fear because of it.  

  

That’s not all of it. Because of this secret, Paul considers his imprisonment to be a preacher’s 

dream. In order to imprison him, the Romans had to assign soldiers to guard him. So what did 

Paul do? He preached to the guards. They couldn’t leave. They had to stay there. I mean, they 

couldn’t even close their eyes to meditate, as I notice some of you do on a Sunday morning. 

They’d be court-martialed if they closed their eyes and even looked as if they were sleeping on 

duty. So Paul preached and they had to listen. What’s better than that? And, as he writes in his 

letter, “Bad as it is, things have turned out pretty well. Now the whole Praetorian Guard knows 

about me. They are all talking about me. They all want to know more about the gospel.”  

  

Talk about making the best of your circumstances. Honestly, if they put me away for some 

reason, I doubt that you’d want to read any letter I might write, because I might have a few 

complaints. But not Paul. Not Paul. And he tells us his secret: he knows that whether he lives – 

or dies – he will be with Christ. Nothing can separate him from God’s love in Christ. Everything 

that happens to him is an opportunity to proclaim Christ. If he dies in prison, it’s all gain. It’s not 

something to fear, or to lament, or to worry about – he’ll be with Christ, and that, he says, is the 

greatest joy there is. 

  

Paul is actually rather coy here. He’s playing just a bit with his readers. He says that if he lives, 

that means fruitful labor for him, that he would be able to help his readers mature and grow in 

the faith. But, on the other hand, if this is “it,” if his time has come to be put to death, he’s so 

much further ahead because then he can actually be with Christ. Paul declares that he’s hard-

pressed between the two. He’s really not sure which one he prefers, to die or to stay with them. 

Paul actually would rather be with Christ. But he allows that remaining in the flesh is more 

necessary for his readers, and so he will stay and continue with them for their progress and joy in 

the faith.  
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While I do believe that Paul means exactly what he says, I think he’s also more than a little 

clever. He’s sounds like the Methodist clergy-person who tells her congregation, “The Bishop 

wants to move me. The Bishop wants to place me someplace bigger and more exciting, but 

because I know how much you need me here, I’ve chosen to stay here with you.” I don’t know 

about you, but I hear a little of this in Paul’s words. 

 

Paul may be having a little fun with his readers, but there’s one thing he’s not joking about: the 

calm assurance he has through a life lived with Christ. Clearly he knows something many of us 

don’t, but he’s also so willing to share. Here he is, rotting in a Roman prison, and he’s not 

worried about a thing. I would think he would be worried about what other people think, that his 

being imprisoned would be an embarrassment to Christ, that his new converts would start to fall 

away. But no. Paul turns it into a victory-dance.  

  

He declares that Christ is being exalted by this, and that new believers are gaining confidence 

because of it. He never sees defeat. He cannot be defeated. How does he do it? There’s really 

only one way: Paul believes in the very core of his being that God can and will use every 

situation for God’s purposes. He knows that what happens to us is ultimately in God’s hands, and 

he trusts that God will use whatever happens to us and will shape it to God’s purposes. We don’t 

have to completely understand those purposes. After all, he says, we see through the glass darkly 

in this life. But Paul knows that God is never thwarted.  

  

The amazing thing is that Paul doesn’t whine. And it’s all set up so perfect for him. “You can’t 

imagine how hot it is in here. And these guards – let me tell you, they stink. And food – what do 

they know about kosher? And these chains – if they were any tighter, they’d pinch off my hands 

and feet.” Paul let’s a perfectly good opportunity for whining go by. He firmly believes that he’s 

in God’s hands, and if God is for him, if God is with him, if God is God, nothing can be against 

him. Paul cannot lose. 

  

He believes this. He really does. Can you? In the midst of life’s little irritants and major 

tragedies, I fear that we are not convinced that God is working in our midst. I fear that we are 

only marginally yielded to God. I suspect that our allegiance to God is a matter of intellectual 

belief, if that, and not one of having entrusted our lives unreservedly to God.  

  

What we see in Paul is the image of one who is completely surrendered to God. Paul trusts God. 

He understands that God can use his misfortunes for good, even for the advancement of Christ. 

Paul is strikingly similar to Joseph in the Hebrew scriptures. You remember Joseph of the 

“amazing technicolor dream-coat,” don’t you? His jealous brothers had beat him up, thrown him 

in a pit and left him for dead. But years later, in Egypt of all places, Joseph saves them. And he 

says, “You meant what you did for evil, but God meant it for good!” Oh, that we knew the secret 

to such a faith. What would it take to have a faith-saturated perspective, to see beyond our 

personal struggles to the amazing knowledge that God is working and can use whatever happens 

to me for good. 

  

Take a good look at Paul: he’s going to die, but he tells his friends in Philippi, “I’m okay.” He’s 

in a hopeless situation, but he doesn’t feel hopeless. He’s bound in chains, yet he’s free. He’s 
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been beaten with rods three times, stoned once, robbed, ship-wrecked, adrift at sea, hounded and 

humiliated, left without food or clothes. Yet, there’s no self-pity. No animosity. No regrets. No 

whining. Instead, there’s joy and hope and confidence in God.  

  

I want you to think on these things. I want you to ponder the example of Paul. I wonder what we 

can do to capture that attitude for ourselves? Paul freely shares his secret: “For me to live is 

Christ, and to die is gain.” It’s been said in many ways by faithful Christians over the centuries: 

there just is no room to complain or whine. 

  

Now listen: I’m not talking to you sensitive souls who are hurting and need someone to pray 

with you. That’s not whining. I’m not talking to you hard-working Saints who have just returned 

from Haiti or Costa Rica, or are raising funds for Imagine No Malaria, or helping feed homeless 

youth at the Ruth Ellis Center, or are getting the youth ready for a summer work camp, or who 

feel passionate about some issue. That’s not whining. I’m not talking about those of you who 

struggled long and hard to get your socks on to come worship today. Or those who have aches 

and pains from the amazing Rummage Sale this week. 

  

I want to be very clear: I don’t have any one particular person in mind with this sermon today. 

Rather, I have every one of us in mind. Because life is too short to waste on complaining or 

negativity, or on giving only half of your heart to something that needs all of you. Life is too 

precious to go through blind to how God is working. If your life is in Christ’s hands, then count 

it all joy. Our mission together is too important to be sacrificed to the little foxes that spoil the 

vineyard. And we all need positive people to help keep us from turning negative, people who 

will encourage us to give our highest and best to God without reservation. We need to do that for 

each other. Don’t you think that’s true?  

  

Okay then, I’m done whining. But one thing I ask. As you come to this Table today to meet your 

Lord, set aside your irritations. Set aside your nagging regrets. Set aside everything that weighs 

you down. Set aside your resentments and complaints. Then as you receive this blessing of our 

Lord, count it all joy.  


