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Sermon 

20 November 2016 

West Kirk of Calder & Polbeth Harwood 

 

By: Rev Dr Jonanda Groenewald 

Text: Philippians 4:4-9 

Guild Sunday 

 

What makes you happy? Think about that for a little bit… What makes 

you smile? What do you enjoy? 

 

I’m sure that most of us have a wee list of things which make us happy. 

Or maybe even a long list! Mine is: 

 Spending time with my family; 

 My boys’ funny anecdotes, like when I give Nehan a reprimanding 

look and he responds in his best West Lothian accent: “Wha’? It 

wasnae me maw!!” 

 Spending time with good friends; 

 Laughing; 

 Reading a good book; 

 Watching a good film; 

 That feeling of accomplishment when you get something right; 

 A clean and tidy house; 

 Getting good news; 

 Walking in nature, especially in the autumn; 

 Flowers; 
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 The opportunity to stand here on the pulpit on a Sunday; 

 The fact that I can always talk to God… 

 

I am sure that just like us, the apostle Paul also had a list of things that 

made him happy. In his short letter to the Philippians, he mentions the 

words “joy” or “rejoice” 16 times. 

 

You would kind of expect that when someone writes a letter in which 

they mention “joy” 16 times, that they would be in a happy place; that 

something so good happened to them that they just couldn’t help sharing 

that with others; that this joy was just bubbling out, bursting out of them 

like a fountain! 

 

Kind of like when something good happens to us today in this era of 

social media – you post it on Facebook or you tweet it straight away – 

you basically can’t wait to let the whole world know when you are happy! 

“I’m engaged, look at my beautiful ring; we’re on the aeroplane, off on 

holiday; the party last night was something else” – post, post, share, 

share. 

 

Some people do feel that they have to post absolutely everything that 

happens to them on Facebook, right enough, but mostly if we want to 

share something it’s because it makes us feel happy or it made us smile. 

 

But I think it’s safe to say that that was NOT the case with Paul. If he 

could post a photo on Facebook of where he was when he wrote this 

letter, people would be shocked – because he was locked up in jail – not 

a happy place at all. 
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But through the course of his life, Paul got to know what real joy was. 

And happiness for him did not depend on what was happening to him, or 

where he was; happiness for him did not depend on his external 

circumstances, but on what was going on in his heart. 

 

And he knew, with great certainty, that his life was safe in the hands of 

God, and that brought him joy, despite what was happening to him. 

 

You all know his story – he was doing good. He was being an obedient 

servant of God, trying his utmost best to spread the Gospel to the ends 

of the earth, literally. He was living out his calling, devoting his whole life 

to God. 

 

But he got thrown in prison for that, because the authorities felt 

threatened by what he was saying. More than once. And he wasn’t just 

thrown into prison to reprimand him – his life was on the line. 

 

He knew that, and still he didn’t sit in a wee corner and feel sorry for 

himself, blaming God for not blessing him more for the good life he was 

leading. No, he sat there in his wee corner, writing letters to fellow-

Christians, motivating them to keep their chins up. “Rejoice in the Lord 

always”, he said. “I will say it again: Rejoice!” 

 

Paul’s not the only person who could rejoice in difficult circumstances. 

On a cellar wall in Cologne, after World War 2, the following inscription 

was found: “I believe in the sun even when it is not shining, I believe in 

love even when I feel it not, I believe in God even when he is silent.” 
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How did they do that? Focus on the silver lining instead of the dark cloud 

hanging over them? 

 

Robert Schuller said: “Joy is not the absence of suffering. It is the 

presence of God.” 

 

That’s the secret… Happiness and joy is not the same thing. 

 

Different things that happen to us, things which are going on around us, 

make us happy (or sad). But real joy comes from inside – it is not 

dependent on our circumstances at all. 

 

We can feel joy even when we are suffering, even when we are sad. 

 

The way I see it is like this: Physically, you have certain features 

because of your DNA, like your dark eyes or your ginger hair – it’s wired 

into you, it’s who you are. 

 

Christians have joy wired into them like DNA. That’s part of who you are 

if you believe in God. 

 

It’s God who gives us joy. A deep, inner joy, that can be a part of your 

life even when you are crying: The knowledge that you are never alone. 

That even in the darkest of times God is there with you; that you are 

saved; that even if you have no idea why you have to go through hard 

times, God does, and he will keep you safe, no matter what. 

 

This knowledge puts a kind of joy in our hearts that is stronger than 

anything that can ever happen to us. 
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So – we should live in joy not only because of favourable circumstances, 

but even despite our circumstances… 

 

I think that if things don’t always go according to plan, if we ask for 

something and we don’t get it, we can easily forget how very fortunate 

we are. That we ALWAYS have lots to be thankful for… 

 

Let me share some rough statistics with you: 

 If you woke up today with more health than illness, you are more 

blessed than tens of thousands of people who will not survive the 

week. 

 If you have never experienced the danger of battle, the loneliness 

of imprisonment, the agony of torture or the pangs of starvation, 

you are ahead of 20 million people around the world. 

 If you can read, you are more blessed than over two billion people 

in the world. 

 If you attend a church service without fear of harassment, arrest, 

torture, or death, you are more blessed than almost three billion 

people in the world. 

 If you have food in your refrigerator, clothes on your back, a roof 

over your head and a place to sleep, you are richer than 75% of 

the people in this world. 

 

We have no reason to not feel joy. 

 

Margaret Sangster Phippen wrote that in the mid-1950’s her father, 

British minister W.E. Sangster, began to notice some uneasiness in his 

throat and a dragging in his leg. When he went to the doctor, he found 

that he had an incurable disease – progressive muscular atrophy. His 
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muscles would gradually waste away, his voice would fail, and his throat 

would soon become unable to swallow.  

 

Sangster threw himself into his work in the British home missions, 

figuring he could still write and he would have even more time for prayer. 

“Let me stay in the struggle Lord,” he pleaded. “I don’t mind if I can no 

longer be a general, but give me just a regiment to lead.”  

 

He wrote articles and books, and helped organize prayer cells 

throughout England. “I’m only in the kindergarten of suffering,” he told 

people who pitied him. Gradually Sangsters’s legs became useless. His 

voice went completely. But he could still hold a pen, shakily. 

 

On Easter morning, just a few weeks before he died, he wrote a letter to 

his daughter. In it, he said, “It is terrible to wake up on Easter morning 

and have no voice to shout, ‘He is risen!’ – but it would be still more 

terrible to have a voice and not want to shout.” 

 

The Church of Scotland’s Guild theme for this year is: “Go in joy…” Let’s 

all do that. Because we can. 

 

Amen 

 


