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Sunday, June 4, 2020 

“Finding Blessings in Disguise” 
Philippians 1:12-26 

Hi, my name is David Esau and I’m one of the pastors at Eagle Ridge Bible Fellowship in Coquitlam, 

BC.  Although the current Covid rules limit our ability to all gather in our church building, we continue 

to connect online, so I want to thank you for joining us. Today we will be returning to our sermon 

series on Paul’s letter to the Philippians. 
 

Introduction 

Martin Handford SLIDE may not be a household name, SLIDE but his 

“Where’s Waldo” books certainly are.  This guy Waldo is supposed to be on 

every page of every book.  But he’s often hidden to the untrained eye.  You 

have to be willing to search with great patience and persistence to find him.   

In fact, developing the ability to track him down is the main point.  If it were 

too easy to find Waldo—like it is in this corona virus version SLIDE and the social 

distancing edition SLIDE—people might have a good laugh for a moment, but no 

one would ever buy the book.  Martin Handford says he hides Waldo so children 

can learn “to be aware of what’s going on around them.  I’d like them to see 

wonder in places it might not have occurred to them.” 

So sometimes it takes a while to find Waldo. It demands patience. Some 

people are better at it than others. Some just give up looking. When I used to do 

it with my kids, we’d have given up many times if we didn’t have the author’s 

assurance that Waldo was in fact on every page. Often the harder it was to find 

him, the greater our joy of discovery.Ortberg,God is Closer Thank You Think,p.28
 

Sometimes God is hidden from sight by the various circumstances of our 

lives and we wonder, “Is he really present on this page of our lives?” South 

African Bishop Desmond Tutu said that during the darkest days of apartheid he 

used to tell people, “We’ve already won”, and he would invite his opponents to 

drop their words and weapons of violence and “Come, join the winning side.”  

But “of course, there were times” admitted Tutu, “when you had to whistle in the 

dark to keep your morale up, and you wanted to whisper in God’s ear: “God we 

know You’re in charge, but can’t you make it a little more obvious?”God…a Dream,p.2 
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Biblical Contact - When the apostle Paul found himself arrested for openly 

telling others about Jesus, and subsequently thrown into prison and threatened 

with possible death, I can imagine him whispering into God’s ear too: “God I 

know You’re in charge, but can’t you make it a little more obvious?”  In the NT 

letter of Philippians, we are told in 225 that Paul’s friends in Philippi, hearing of 

his plight, decided to do what they could to help and support him. So then sent a 

member of their congregation, Epaphroditus, to deliver a gift for Paul and to look 

after him while he awaited trial. (briefly explain ancient prisons1 with SLIDE)  

So you can imagine their eagerness for an update. Had Paul received 

their gift?  How was he doing in the current crisis?  When Epaphroditus arrived 

back home with a letter from Paul, this is what it said: turn to Philippians 1 and 

read vv.12-26. 

 

Structural Contact 

As I said earlier, the Philippians were deeply concerned about how was 

doing in prison and he wanted to put their minds at ease. So, he begins his letter 

by telling them about the unexpected ways God had been showing up on this 

page of his life in prison. In the first section we read,vv12-18a he describes two 

surprising blessings in disguise that he wants them to know.   

In the second sectionvv.18b-26 Paul considers the possible outcomes of his 

upcoming trial—death or release. Those two options seem completely opposite 

right! I know that if I was in Paul’s position, I’d be praying for God to get me out 

of there. But what Paul says about these two options are not as opposite as one 

might expect. In fact, he’s given each possible outcome a lot of thought and the 

weight he gives to each one is surprising.   

So at one level what Paul is doing in her is providing an update on how he’s 

doing, and at a deeper level he’s unveiling how God has been and is at work in 

unexpected ways through this present adversity.  We begin with Paul’s 

surprising report. 

 
1 In the Roman system, prisons “served as a place to detain both suspects awaiting trial and convicted criminals 

awaiting sentencing and punishment.” Prisons in the ancient world were underground, dark, damp, and cold. 
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A) Paul’s Surprising Report (vv.12-18a) 

1) Obstacle or Opportunity?2  

Paul begins his report with the surprising statement that “what has really 

happened to me has actually served to advance the gospel.”  The Greek words used 

in that phrase present a picture of forward progress in spite of obstructions and 

dangers which block the path of the traveller (e.g. you’re on a hike and you come to a 

place where the path is blocked by a giant tree, or a bridge is washed out).The forward progress 

is surprising, unexpected.3  After all, look at the big obstacle his imprisonment 

has put in his path. It’s blocked his plan to share the gospel around the world.  

(E.g. A musician whose passion is to play in a band or an orchestra and then the current 

pandemic hits…Bad news right…no more concerts for a long time; your God-given passion…)  

To the team of believers in Philippi, things looked very bad: 

• Seeing their leader out of commission, perhaps permanently…  

• They had to face new intimidation factors—ospeak up like Paul did and we’re bound to 
get the same treatment (e.g. protesters getting arrested….)  

• Internal opposition as well in the form of back stabbers or scabs as we would call them 
who move in to try and steal his position of leadership and influence, thinking they can 
capitalize on his hardship for their own advancement (vv.15-18) 
 

But despite the obvious obstacles, Paul tells them he’s filled with joy 

because the gospel is actually gaining ground.  How could that be?  Well, the 

irony is that his being confined “in chains for Christ” has been what God has 

used to free up and expand the gospel among a whole new group of people (cf. 

how his original imprisonment in Philippi had a dramatic impact in the prison).  His prison 

guards were part of Caesar’s special forces (the praetorium4).  They usually had 

criminals and political revolutionaries to guard, but Paul and his “crime” didn’t fit 

any of the usual categories. Which made him and his case a genuine novelty 

and curiosity (Like Martin Luther King Jr.’s incarceration in the Birmingham Jail). 

 
2 The meaning of the phrase prokopen tou euangeliou is advancement in spite of obstructions and dangers which would 

block the path of the traveller.  The chief obstacle at this point was his enforced confinement. (Martin, 70) 
3 The word translated “actually” (mallon) is also translated as “rather,”KJV underlining the surprising, unexpected twist. 
4 The praetorium may be the emperor’s own elite troops stationed in Rome (which Martin says numbered 9,000)p.72, or the 

“governor’s palace” (Mk 1516; Acts 2335) in the provincial capitals (Ephesus in Asia, Caesarea in Syria).Fee,35 While the 

mention of the whole praetorium may be hyperbole, “it seems intended to elicit delight and wonder from the Philippians.” 

(Fee,34) Bruce notes that the soldiers were “relieved by a comrade every four hours or so.” (NIBC,p. 41)  
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“They’ve put you on death row for what?  So your great crime is telling people about some 

religious Jewish teacher that’s already dead?   

“For telling people that Jesus is my Savior and Lord (instead of “Caesar is Savior & Lord”).”  

“So you’re telling me that this Jesus is worth going to prison for?”  

I can imagine them having conversations like this, and I can imagine how 

Paul’s responses carried even more weight when they could see for themselves 

the quality of Paul’s character and the depth of his convictions and courage. 

In addition to having great conversations about Jesus with so many of 

Caesar’s special forces, a second unexpected result of Paul’s captivity was the 

great courage it sparked in his spiritual brothers and sisters.  Rather than be 

intimidated into silence about their faith, they were emboldened to follow his 

example and “to proclaim the gospel without fear.” (e.g. This reminds me of a story our 

global mission director Randy Friesen told us in our Canadian Conference AGM Zoom 

meeting last weekend.  Here’s a clip from that report I want to share with uou…  

• Multiply Story… 

2) Some Internal Opposition 

Not everything that happened in the wake of Paul’s imprisonment was 

positive, as he will tell them in verse 15-17.  While “most” of the brothers and 

sisters stepped up to carry on his evangelistic work, “it is true”, Paul tells them, 

“that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry”, “out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, 

supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am in chains.”vv.15-17  

Who were these people who preached Christ out rivalry with Paul rather 

than comradery?  First, it is clear that what they are saying about Christ is  

orthodox even though their motives are not (= different opponents than ch. 3 & Gal.1).   

Second, they must be Christians who could care a less what happened to 

him in prison (jealousy & partiality will do that…harden our hearts to the plight of others).  

While their prejudice may have been racial (across Jew/Gentile lines), it’s more 

likely that their envy & rivalry were personal.5 They hoped their success on the  

 
5 “The terms are relational and mean that such attitudes were directed toward someone….people who opposed 
Paul out of personal animosity and rivalry.” Gerald Hawthorne, Philippians, (WBC), pp. 46-47.  
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field while he was benched would grate on him (“stir up trouble” thlipsis = “friction”).  

• E.g. Conflicts between Christians along denominational lines… 

• E.g. Conflicts between Christians within the same denomination or church…  

 

When Paul became a follower of Jesus his heart was changed and he shifted to 

building bridges instead of walls. He does more than tolerate his rivals. He 

praises God for the positive aspects of their ministry. He looked beyond their 

negative attitudes toward him to the positive impact their preaching was having 

on others. “Christ is being preaching.  And because of this I rejoice.”   

 

B) Paul’s Options & Surprising Conclusions 

       Paul continues his rejoicing in verse 19, but this time he’s rejoicing because 

of his supporting cast (“your prayers” & “the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ”). 

This reliance on both human and divine help reflects what we often find in his 

letters.  Paul often asks his fellow believers to pray for him, and he often 

acknowleges his deep dependence on the Holy Spirit,6 and so should we (e.g.). 

As a result of this amazing support, Paul expresses great confidence that 

“what has happened to me will turn out for my deliverance.”v.19  These are the exact 

words used by Job (1316). I think this is significant because it shows that Paul 

was drawing comfort and strength from the scriptures—just like we should. So, 

Paul was able to say “I know”’ with a God-given conviction rooted in Scripture. 

• E.g. This week I was talking with a woman in our congregation about her husband’s 

declining health. A recent assessment recommended he be transferred to a care home. 

Oh, that’s hard! It’s hard to admit to yourself that you can no longer care for your 

spouse at home, and even harder to tell your spouse that.  Yet as we were praying 

together, I was reminded of Jesus’ words on the cross, when he came to that point 

with his own mother and said to her, “Woman, here is your son,” and to his beloved 

disciple he said, “Here is your mother.” From that time on, that disciple took her 

into his home.”vv.26-27 It helped to know Jesus went through that transition of care too. 

 
6 Whenever Paul asks the church to pray for him, it is that he might be: 1) delivered from disobedient and evil people (Rom 

15:30–31; 2 Thess 3:2), 2) released from prison and brought safely again to his friends (Phlm 22), 3) remain true to God in 

the face of opposition (2 Cor 1:9–11; 1 Thess 5:25), and 4) that his ministry might be effective (Col 4:3; 2 Thess 3:1–2). 

Paul knew that God effected changes in history through prayer, and therefore he counted heavily on his churches to carry 

out this ministry on his behalf. Hawthorne, p. 50. 
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So the prayers of the 1saints, the help of the 2Spirit, and the holy 3scriptures 

gave Paul confidence that just as Job had been saved and publicly vindicated, 

so too God could be counted on to deliver him. While the Greek word σωτηρία 

can mean “salvation” (ultimate deliverance), it can also be translated “deliverance” 

(like the NIV does).  Paul’s confidence in his ultimate salvation is clear, but he also 

expresses confidence in his deliverance, that he and the gospel he represents 

will “in no way be ashamed”v.20 (i.e. He won’t be publicly humiliated for telling other 

about his Savior and Lord, Jesus Christ. Why? Because it was now clear to him that 

God was at work in prison and had put Paul there to advance the gospel) 

In verse 25 Paul expresses further confidence that he’ll be released from 

prison because he can see that God has work waiting for him elsewhere to.  For 

example, there is more discipleship and mentoring needed in the church. So 

Paul eagerly expects God to give him the courage he needs for his day in court 

(i.e. when he will have to explain what he has been saying and doing and why—like 

we see in his defense speeches in Acts). 

“The Greek word Paul used to describe his eager expectation is a rare 

compound word (ἀποκαραδοκία, κάρα, “head,” and the Ionic δέκεσθαι, “to stretch”). 

Think of how runners stretch for the finish line and you’ll see how Paul’s 

concentrated hope “ignores other interests…and strains forward as with 

outstretched head.”Hawthrone,51  What is he stretching his neck out for? 

The great hope Paul is fixed on and strains toward is to have Christ be 

exalted in his body, “whether by life or by death.”  For, as he says in verse 21, “to 

live is Christ and to die is gain.”  Now don’t let the familiarity of that great phrase 

prevent you from seeing the irony in it, because when we talk about death the 

most common euphemism we use for it is “loss” (e.g. “We lost him” & “I’m so sorry for 

your loss”).  But in Christ death is no longer a “loss” for Paul. He takes us into his 

train of thought, what he’s been mulling over in his mind as he’s been thinking 

about the two possible outcomes of his situation (Is it going to be heads or tails? Heads = 

death, tails = release from prison). Heads = gain because the gospel will be vindicated 
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(i.e. saying “Christ is Savior/ & Lord/ is not an act of rebellion), 

and his apostolic work will continue.  But tails, being put to death as a martyr for 

Christ, also = gain because the moment he departs from this life he will “be with 

Christ, which” he notes in v. 23, “is better by far.” 

• D.L. Moody story... (“One day you’ll read that D.L. Moody is dead. Don’t 

you believe it, for at that moment I will be more alive than ever before!”) 

So if it came down to a simple choice, if God appeared to Paul and asked him, 

would you like to be released from prison, or released from your earthly duties 

(“to depart” is a military term and means to “break camp”).Hawthorne,56 The better choice 

would be to “break camp” here and be with Christ.  But as Paul thought through 

these two choices it became clear to him that there were other factors at work 

(which option will best advance the gospel? What will best advance the Philippians faith?).   

Further growth of the gospel, and their faith, will require more work and 

effort for Paul.  So from a personal point of view he would rather depart and be 

with Christ any day. But from a pastoral point of view he can see, as he says in 

verse 24, that “it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body.”  Paul has 

come to see what God’s plan is for this season of his life. His present adversity 

wasn’t a result of divine neglect (asleep on the job).  It wasn’t an act of divine 

punishment. No, it’s part of God’s brilliant strategy to advance the gospel and to 

glorify Messiah Jesus through Paul’s life and witness even more.  He can see 

how others boasting in Christ will “abound”/multiply on account of him.  Wow!  

 

Conclusion 

I don’t yet see, as clearly as I’d like to, where and how God is at work on 

this particular page of our lives as a church—what he’s growing in & through us.  

I sense that he’s moving the church as a whole in the west to adopt more of a 

learning posture toward the church in the east which has had to live through a 

lot more obstacles and opposition than we have. (e.g. the church in Sudan story 

being banned by the government from meeting, so they shifted to meeting in secret in 

small groups and sharing leadership…the result was multiplying 10 fold in 20 years) 
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One thing I know for sure is that Jesus has promised to be present and 

active on every page of our lives, including this one.  So we would be wise to 

keep our eyes & ears open for him.  We would be wise to watch for signs of  

• how he is working to advance the gospel around us,  

• how he is wanting to deepen the gospel message in us, and  

• how he is seeing to advance the gospel through us in new ways even in this 

time of physical distancing.  Because, frankly, it would be just like him to do 

these kinds of thing wouldn’t it!  In this season, and every season of our lives 

God wants us to remember what matters most 

 

PRAY –  

“I my life Lord, be glorified, be glorified, in my life Lord, be glorified today.” 

“In your church Lord, be glorified… 

 


