
THE SECRET TO JOYFUL LIVING 

 

The story is told of a young man who came to a renowned doctor in Paris complaining of depression. 

He asked what he could do to get well. The doctor thought of a well-known young man named 

Grimaldi, who visited many parties and danced the nights away in the Paris nightlife. The doctor told 

the young man, "Introduce yourself to Grimaldi. Let him show you how to enjoy yourself and you will 

get well." The downcast young patient looked up with a frustrated smile and said, "I am Grimaldi." 

 

Most people don't enjoy life; they just endure it.  They long for happiness but they seldom experience 

it.  Most people believe if they could just change the situations in their life then they would be happy.  

They think if they could just remove their problems all would be well.  However, there is no such thing 

as a problem free life. 

 

The word HAPPINESS comes from the word HAPPENSTANCE from which we get the word 

CIRCUMSTANCE.  In other words happiness depends on happenings. It depends on what is going on 

in your life.  If you go to Disneyworld you are happy.  As soon as you leave you lose your happiness. 

 

There is a big difference between happiness and joy.  Learning to be happy really means learning to be 

joyful in all situations, even in the problems of life.  Happiness is external but joy is internal.  It is 

constant. It is an attitude.  So how do you live a life of joy? 

 

The background of the book of Philippians is that Paul had spent the last four years in prison.  There 

were two years in prison in Caesarea for a trumped up charge. Then he's put on a ship to go to Rome to 

appear before Nero who is not known for his niceties towards Christians. On the way he's shipwrecked, 

stranded on an island, bitten by a poisonous snake, waits the winter there, continues on to Rome, 

spends another two years in prison awaiting trial to be executed. During this two year period in Rome 

he is chained to a guard for 24 hours a day. He has absolutely no privacy. Every four hours he gets a 

new guard.  In spite of all of these situations, Paul is joyful. 

 

Phil 1:12  Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to 

advance the gospel.  13  As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to 

everyone else that I am in chains for Christ.  14  Because of my chains, most of the brothers in the 

Lord have been encouraged to speak the word of God more courageously and fearlessly.  15  It is true 

that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of goodwill.  16  The latter do so in 

love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel.  17  The former preach Christ out of 

selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am in chains.   18  

But what does it matter? The important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, 

Christ is preached. And because of this I rejoice.  Yes, and I will continue to rejoice,  19  for I know 

that through your prayers and the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ, what has happened to me 

will turn out for my deliverance.   20  I eagerly expect and hope that I will in no way be ashamed, but 

will have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or 

by death.  21  For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.  22  If I am to go on living in the body, this 

will mean fruitful labor for me. Yet what shall I choose? I do not know!  23  I am torn between the 

two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far;  24  but it is more necessary for you 

that I remain in the body.  25  Convinced of this, I know that I will remain, and I will continue with all 

of you for your progress and joy in the faith, 26  so that through my being with you again your joy in 

Christ Jesus will overflow on account of me. 

 



Happiness is caused by things that happen around me, and circumstances will mar it; but joy flows 

right on through trouble; joy flows on through the dark; joy flows in the night as well as in the day; joy 

flows all through persecution and opposition. It is an unceasing fountain bubbling up in the heart; a 

secret spring the world can't see and doesn't know anything about. The Lord gives his people perpetual 

joy when they walk in obedience to him. -- Dwight Lyman Moody 

 

Paul gives us here four secrets to joyful living: 

 

1. I need a PERSPECTIVE to live from (vs. 12-14) - purpose behind every problem 

 

Everyone has problems. Your problems are not as important as how you are looking at those problems.  

You need to see things through God’s perspective and not your own. 

 

Even though Paul was in prison his focus he was still positive.  He understanding the benefits that had 

come from his condition. The gospel was being advanced through his trials.  How? 

 

First, Paul had always wanted to go to Rome. Instead of having to pay for the trip himself God had 

given him free passage.  Also, because he was in prison Paul had lots of time on his hands so he could 

sit down and write much of the New Testament.   

 

Second, Paul is chained to the palace guard.  These were called the Praetorium Guard.  They were the 

elite troops of the Roman Empire, personally chosen by Caesar to be his body guards. They were the 

highest paid people of the empire. When they retired after 12 years they were made leaders in Rome.  

 

There is not a more strategic group that Paul could witness to if he's going to reach the Roman Empire. 

God puts Paul in Rome, Nero pays the bill and chains a future leader of Rome to him every four hours. 

These guards had an inside route to the emperor and as a result even some of Nero's family became 

believers. History tells us that Nero had his wife, mother and children killed because they became 

believers. That is how great this impact was.  Paul had a captive audience. 

 

Third, others who saw Paul’s boldness were being encouraged to proclaim the gospel with the same 

boldness.  Attitude is essential.  Your attitude towards problems can encourage other people. Courage 

is contagious. It spreads like wildfire. Other believers became bold because of Paul being bold. 

 

YouTube is full of video stories about people who showed bravery in the face of challenges.  These 

videos are popular because they inspire hope in people. 

 

Story of the person stuck on the island.  The hut burned but it brought the rescue.  When you get this 

perspective you are on the way to joyful living. Paul says that God has a purpose behind all my 

problems therefore I have a perspective to live from. 

 

2. I need a PRIORITY to live by (vs. 15-18) - focus on what really counts 

 

When things get tough you need to know what is really important in order to distinguish the trivial 

things in your life from the significant.  You can focus on your problems or focus on your priorities.  

You either decide what's important in your life or you'll let other people decide what's important for 

you. You have to determine what has the most value in your life. 

 



While Paul was in prison he heard that there were others who had gone to some of the churches that he 

had planted and were saying very bad things about him.  Paul had been successful.  Others wanted to 

take credit for the work that Paul had started and turn others away from him and towards themselves. 

 

Phil 1:17 The former preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir 

up trouble for me while I am in chains.   18  But what does it matter? The important thing is that in 

every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached. And because of this I rejoice. 

 

I know of a pastor that planted a church.  The church grew and was very successful.  After a while it 

became apparent that the gifts that had help this pastor plant the church were now standing in the way 

of it moving forward and it was time that the pastor moved on.  The elders went to the pastor and tried 

to explain that.  The pastor’s pride was hurt and instead of graciously stepping back he fought against 

it and began rallying people to his side.  The church was split.  Eventually that church that the pastor 

had worked so hard to plant was destroyed by his own pride.  I wish I could say that as an isolated 

event but I have seen that repeated so often. 

 

Contrast that to the revival in Scotland in the late 1830s.  Robert McCheyne’s was pastor of a church 

and went on a long trip to investigate a missionary work on behalf of the Church of Scotland. William 

Burns came in as the interim preacher and it was under his ministry that the Holy Spirit started this 

new work. As you might expect, some in McCheyne’s church wanted Burns to be the new pastor. 

When McCheyne heard the news, he agreed, he wanted William Burns to replace him as the pastor 

since his preaching had been so powerfully blessed by God. But Burns would have none of that. He 

was determined to put pastor and people back together again.   

 

Today no one remembers those who complained and called for McCheyne’s ouster. History 

remembers too great men – men who refused to be drawn into petty rivalry, men who loved Christ 

more than their own praise, men who were spiritually great. Burns and McCheyne, as the old writers 

used to say, gloried in the ruins of their own righteousness, and, as a result Christ was honored, and 

they rejoiced to see envy and rivalry die. Like Paul, they ministered from goodwill. 

 

Paul understood that it was the Gospel that was important and not his own pride or ego.  He does not 

care if his name is dragged through the mud so long as the gospel is moving forward.  Even in the face 

of many problems Paul could rejoice because what was really important (the Gospel) was going out.  

Even if it may not have been the way it could or should have, lives were still being changed. 

 

Joy is one of those things you achieve by not seeking it directly.   

 

A old dog saw a puppy chasing its tail and asked, "Why are you chasing your tail so?" The puppy said, 

"I have mastered philosophy; I have solved the problems of the universe which no dog before me has 

rightly solved; I have learned that the best thing for a dog is happiness, and that happiness is my tail. 

Therefore I am chasing it; and when I catch it, I shall have happiness."  The old dog shook his head 

and said, "My son, I, too, have paid attention to the problems of the universe and I have formed some 

opinions. I, too, have judged that happiness is a fine thing for a dog, and that happiness is in my tail. 

But I have noticed that when I chase after it, it keeps running away from me, but when I go about my 

business, it comes after me."  

 

Paul said he wasn't going to let anybody steal his joy. Not circumstances nor critics. He said their 

motives may be wrong, their style may be wrong, but if the message is getting out, so what?  It is a 

question of priority.  In Greek the term “what does it matter” literally means "so what".   



What does it matter?  Paul said he had to set his priorities, his values, not let little things steal his joy.   

 

How many arguments in your marriage are over little things that really don't matter?  Is it worth losing 

your joy over?  No!  Have a perspective to live from and a priority to live by.  Know what is important. 

 

3. I need a POWER to live on (vs. 19) - with God nothing can devastate me 

 

I need strength to make it through life and to keep on going when things get tough. Life can wear you 

out and drain you completely.  You lose your energy and your power.  Sometimes you feel like you are 

ready to throw in the towel. You say, "I've done the best I could, but it's not good enough and I'm tired 

and sick." You need a fresh power supply. 

 

Phil 1:19  for I know that through your prayers and the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ, what 

has happened to me will turn out for my deliverance.    

 

Paul says, I have two things that give me strength and kept me going in spite of four years of 

Imprisonment.  One, the prayers of other people.  And two, the help of God's Spirit.  You can't live 

without hope. You've got to have hope to cope.  

 

On a cruise from Mexico to Hawaii in 1979, Los Angeles lawyer John Peckham and his wife, Dottie, 

put a note in a bottle and tossed it into the Pacific. Three years and nine thousand miles later, 

Vietnamese refugee Nguyen Van Hoa leaned down from a tiny, crowded boat and plucked the bottle 

from the South China Sea -- amazed to find a name and address and a dollar for postage and the 

promise of a reward. "It gave me hope," said Hoa, who had escaped from a prison camp in Vietnam. 

Safe in a UN refugee camp in Thailand, he wrote the surprised Peckhams. For two years they 

corresponded; Latter the Peckhams agreed to sponsor the emigration of Hoa and his family.  They 

arrived for an emotional meeting with the Peckhams -- and a new life from an old bottle.   

 

Where do you get your hope to keep on keeping on?  God's answer to personal energy crisis is this:  

 

Phil 4:13  I can do everything through him who gives me strength. 

 

If I am going to make it in life I need a perspective to live from.  I need something so I can see the way 

things really are not the way I feel they are, the way they appear to be. I need a priority to live by so 

that I do first things first and I'm not taken away by non-essentials. And I need a power to live on that 

gives me the strength to keep going and keep on keeping on. 

 

4. I need a PURPOSE to live for (vs. 20-26) – the secret of joy is purpose 

 

Phil 1:23  I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far;  24  

but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body.  25  Convinced of this, I know that I will 

remain, and I will continue with all of you for your progress and joy in the faith 

 

An English newspaper asked this question: "Who are the happiest people on earth?" These were the 

four prize-winning answers: A craftsman or artist whistling over a job well done.   A little child 

building sand castles.  A mother, after a busy day, bathing her baby.  A doctor who has finished a 

difficult and dangerous operation, and saved a human life.  No millionaires among these, one notices. 

No kings or emperors. Riches and rank, no matter how the world strives for them, do not make happy 

lives. 



Paul is old and tired and been in prison for four years. He has done what he has been given to do by 

God and is ready to go on to heaven. They had taken every single thing from Paul – his friends, 

ministry, freedom, privacy. They've taken everything from him except the one thing that cannot be 

taken from you and that is a purpose to live for. 

 

When Paul says "to live is Christ and to die is gain" he is not saying he is suicidal.  He was just 

anticipating death.  He was not afraid of dying. Death is just on to better things, out of the prison.  Paul 

had a purpose to live for.  How would you fill in the blank?  For me to live is … 

 

The problem with possessions, pleasure and power is that they don't last. Not a lifetime, much less an 

eternity. There isn't ultimate fulfillment. If it were true then the people who had the most pleasure 

would be the happiest. The people who could afford to have the most experiences would be the most 

joyful. And it isn't true. 

 

Why does God leave you on earth after you become a Christian? Once you are His child why does he 

leave us here? For the benefit of other people. To tell those who don't know the Lord the good news 

and encourage each other. Paul says those are two things I've seen in my own life. 

 

The secret of joy -- Jesus first, others second, yourself third. 

 

The best use of your life is to invest it in something that will outlast it.  I am convinced that the reason 

there is so much unhappiness in our culture, so many discouraged and depressed people is because in 

our society there is a total preoccupation with self. When you learn to have a greater purpose in your 

life than just yourself, you will have joy more than you can handle.  God has a purpose that is bigger 

than my problems. 

 

A number of years ago, in a mental institution outside Boston, a young girl known as "Little Annie" 

was locked in the dungeon. The dungeon was the only place, said the doctors, for those who were 

hopelessly insane. In Little Annie's case, they saw no hope for her, so she was consigned to a living 

death in that small cage which received little light and even less hope. About that time, an elderly nurse 

was nearing retirement. She felt there was hope for all of God's children, so she started taking her 

lunch into the dungeon and eating outside Little Annie's cage. She felt perhaps she should 

communicate some love and hope to the little girl.  In many ways, Little Annie was like an animal. On 

occasions, she would violently attack the person who came into her cage. At other times, she would 

completely ignore them. When the elderly nurse started visiting her, Little Annie gave no indication 

that she was even aware of her presence. One day, the elderly nurse brought some brownies to the 

dungeon and left them outside the cage. Little Annie gave no hint she knew they were there, but when 

the nurse returned the next day, the brownies were gone. From that time on, the nurse would bring 

brownies when she made her Thursday visit. Soon after, the doctors in the institution noticed a change 

was taking place. After a period of time they decided to move Little Annie upstairs. Finally, the day 

came when the "hopeless case" was told she could return home. But Little Annie did not wish to leave. 

She chose to stay, to help others. She it was who cared for, taught, and nurtured Helen Keller, for Little 

Annie's name was Anne Sullivan. 


