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Sermon 

6 May 2018 

West Kirk of Calder & Polbeth Harwood 

 

By: Rev Dr Jonanda Groenewald 

Text: Philippians 1:1-18a 

 

My eldest, Henro, was away on school camp this week. For 5 whole 

days! I missed him so much... I couldn’t stop thinking about him – 

wondering how he’s getting on, whether he is enjoying himself, and 

whether I packed the right clothes for the weather! 

 

Luckily he came back on Friday with lots of stories to tell! He had a great 

time, and everything was fine. 

 

Unfortunately the weather wasn’t great. So every evening the school 

would send a few photos and a wee update:  

 Day 1 – children arrived safely and went for a muddy walk.  

 Day 2 – children are having a ball and are not put off by the damp 

weather.  

 Day 3 – today children got extremely wet and extremely muddy.  

 Day 4 – More mud today. Aren’t you just looking forward to getting 

that kit home? 

 

So as you can imagine – I had visions of wet muddy clothes and a 

weekend of struggling to try and get it all clean. 
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And probably the 2nd sentence Henro said when they came home was: 

“Sorry mum, I didn’t use the black bag you sent along for my dirty 

laundry”. So I was almost scared to open his bag! And probably because 

I had visions of what a huge big mess things were going to be in – it 

wasn’t nearly as bad as I expected!! 

 

Don’t get me wrong – it WAS messy, and everything is his bag was wet, 

but I enjoyed getting it clean – because it meant that my boy was home 

with us again. And he even bought us wee gifts with his pocket money!! 

 

And you know, while I was doing all this I was thinking about my sermon 

for today, and I thought that (on a much bigger scale of course) Paul 

probably experienced a similar sort of feeling… 

 

He was in a messy situation, in prison – again! - but at least that meant 

that he had the opportunity to tell the whole palace guard about Jesus, 

something he never would have been able to do if he wasn’t in prison! 

 

Talk about looking at the bright side of life!! About always seeing the 

positive in a negative situation… 

 

This letter to the congregation in Philippi, is famous for the fact that – 

although it was written from prison – it mentions joy/rejoicing 14 times. 

 

Paul is the one person we read about in the Bible who time and time 

again illustrates that it’s not what is going on on the outside that should 

determine our attitude, but what going on in our hearts. 

 

But let’s start at the beginning: 
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This letter wasn’t just some notes scribbled on a piece of paper. Paul 

might not have found himself in very favourable conditions, but he wrote 

this letter in the normal formal style of the time. 

 

That’s why the start of the letter is quite a mouthful:  

Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, 

To all God’s holy people in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the 

overseers and deacons: 

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

In the way we communicate today, all this would probably just be: Hi! 

 

We don’t write that many letters anymore today, because it’s so much 

easier and quicker to just send an email or text message. And especially 

in text messages, we find ourselves at the complete opposite end of the 

spectrum from Paul, because we use as little words as possible.  

I sometimes receive texts with so many made-up abbreviations and 

shortened words in them,  that I have no idea what the sender actually is 

trying to say to me! 

 

But reading all the words Paul wrote down, you can clearly see that Paul 

and the congregation in Philippi had a good relationship, because this 

letter is warm and full of compassion. In verse 8 Paul says: “God can 

testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus.” 

 

And to me this wee sentence shows just how much Paul felt for these 

people. The Greek word translated here with “affection”, is quite a 

graphic word, and it literally means “intestines”.  
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The reason for this is because compassion or affection is something you 

feel in your gut.  

 

Even today we talk about having butterflies on our stomach when we fall 

in love with someone, or about having a knot in our stomach when we 

are nervous.  

 

So Paul is describing Jesus’ love as not only an intellectual thing, but 

also as a deep seated emotional thing.  

 

The love of Christ is not something you can only understand with your 

head, you need to understand it with your heart. 

 

And that is why I think it doesn’t always make sense to people who don’t 

believe. 

 

Because if you have to try and understand logically how Paul can sit in 

prison and be thankful for the good that came out of this bad situation – 

you are just NOT going to see it… 

 

But if you have faith, even the most irrational things will make sense to 

you. You might not be able to work it all out with mathematical precision, 

but you’ll be able to just feel it in your gut! 

 

Poor Paul wasn’t only in a bad place because he was thrown into prison 

for nothing more than doing what God expected him to do, there were 

even other people in the picture who proclaimed God for the wrong 

reasons, trying to undermine what Paul was doing.  
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And although they were not in prison and Paul felt hurt by their attitude, 

he still gave them the benefit of the doubt – at least they were spreading 

the word of God, and that was his ultimate goal as well. 

 

Paul sets such an amazing example to us of what it means to believe in 

God. I think most of us would struggle a lot if we were put in his shoes. 

 

Because if others deliberately try to belittle us or work against us,  we 

usually want to get back at them for it. If people disagree with us, we try 

to win them over to our side, and if that doesn’t work, we gossip about 

them and spread stories about how bad they are. 

 

But if I understand this letter of Paul’s correctly – I feel it in my GUT that 

he is trying to tell us to take a step back from our own situations. 

 

If people are doing things in ways we don’t necessarily agree with, we 

should forget about what WE want and HOW we want it done, and take 

a look at the bigger picture. 

 

Nothing is about US really, it’s all about God. God put us here on earth, 

in this time, in this place, because he wants to use us here.  

 

And none of us will have to end up in prison for that! 

 

Saying that,  I know very well that there is not a single person in this 

church today who has never faced any hardship. We have all at some 

point found ourselves in situations that we didn’t understand. In 

situations where we felt alone, isolated, scared, depressed… Wondering 

what to do next… How to even carry on at all. 
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You know what I’m talking about… Those moments where you could just 

as well have been in a prison cell, because your hands were tied up, 

nothing you could do could change your situation – could make you 

better, could bring that person back to you, could fix that relationship… 

 

But Paul is reminding us today that there is ALWAYS something to be 

thankful for. Even if it is just the knowledge that one day someone is 

going to hear what happened to you, and that will give them the guts to 

carry on with life. 

 

The Prison Guard were not part of the people of God. They had no idea 

what faith meant. And for them to see Paul, rejoicing – not because of 

his situation, but despite his situation, must have been an enigma. Paul’s 

attitude changed not only his own live, but the lives of the prison guard 

too, forever. 

 

We live our lives amongst so many people like that – people who don’t 

believe. Let’s show them how big God is, through the way we handle 

difficult situations. 

 

Let’s find the joy in our dark times too. 

 

Somebody else who spent lots of time in prison, was Nelson Mandela. 

27 years, to be precise. He wasn’t completely innocent, like Paul was, 

but that time in prison turned his life around – and he walked out those 

doors not as a bitter man, but as a man who changed the face of a 

country; he changed a country that was divided in black and white, into a 

rainbow nation. So many people ask how he could do that… And 
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Mandela himself said that he could do that, because he was a man of 

faith. 

 

Faith can make us see past the divisions, past the hardships. 

 

This life we are living is so much bigger than just us – our needs, our 

wants, our dreams… We are all part of a puzzle, let’s live in such a way 

that we are not the lost piece, but let’s fit in the hole God created for us, 

and let’s rejoice about the opportunity we have to have a purpose far 

bigger than anything we can properly comprehend. 

 

Like Paul – let’s thank God for our past, pray to God for our present, and 

trust God for our future. And try our utmost best to love each other with 

the love of Christ. 

 

I would like to end this sermon today in the words of Paul:  

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 for the day of Christ – to the 

glory and praise of God.  

 

Amen 

 


