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Joy and Pain in Philippians 
 
Philippians 1:3-4, 12, 29; 2:17-18; 3:1; 4:4 
 
The American Dream revolves around the idea of the pursuit of happiness 

• “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 
Happiness.” (Declaration of Independence) 

• In our age, we often translate this to mean that comfort and convenience are 
essential rights 

• A by-product of this is the illusion that we may not have to suffer 
o And the assumption that suffering is always, and in every way, bad 
o And to be avoided at all costs 

• With our affluence, standard of living, availability of resources and technological 
advancements, the possibility of not suffering seems real/tangible/possible 

• And as Christians we want our faith to do away with all of our problems and pains and 
daily drama 

 
And yet, the Bible describes suffering as an essential aspect of life and Christian life 

• The Cross (before the crown) 
o God had one Son on earth without sin, but never one without suffering. ~St. Augustine 

• Jesus promised us that we would have trouble in this world (Jn 16:33) 
• Christ’s basic call to follow Him was a call to a sort of suffering: 

o If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross and follow Me. 
(Mt 16:24) 

• The NT tells us that we ought not consider it strange when we experience suffering (1 
Peter 4:12) 

 
And yet, there is an American ideological opposition to anything that challenges our rights 
to happiness, comfort and convenience that is deeply ingrained in us 

• Each of us deserves the freedom to pursue our own version of happiness. (Obama via Twitter 
on 10.22.10) 

o That may be true 
o But whereas the American Dream would want to bifurcate suffering and happiness (see the 2 as 

mutually exclusive—that they cannot co-exist) 
 The Bible seems to suggest that the 2 are inextricably linked  

 
It is clear that both suffering and joy are both basic/necessary aspects of Christianity 

• And that because of what we have in Christ—the two actually go together  
 
In the NT suffering is hardly mentioned without there also being a mention of the blessings of 
suffering 

• And often that mentioned blessing is identified as joy 
• There are about 18 different places in the NT where suffering and joy are found 

together 
• Bible = Pain and joy can coexist 

 The critical concept in Philippians (Paul and Philippians suffering—Joy) 
 
Subsequently, there is a sort of clash brewing (American thinking vs. Biblical thinking) 
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What makes this process more difficult is the popularity of the false teaching and theology 
of the prosperity gospel 

• God wants us to always be healthy and wealthy—life to be pretty and prosperous 
• Suffering is seen as a sign that there is some sort of deficiency in our faith (something wrong) 

 
And yet in the NT 

• We ought to rejoice in our suffering (Rom. 5:3; James 1:2-4; 1 Peter 1:6; 4:12-13) 
• Suffering can actually be a gift from God  
o For you have been given not only the privilege of trusting in Christ but also the privilege of suffering for him. (Phil 

1:29 NLT) 
 

• Because God is good and delights in me—even the worst things are actually gifts from 
him 

o One of the greatest evidences of God’s love to those that love him is to send them afflictions 
with grace to bear them. - John Wesley 

o I have been given/privilege a gift in Daisy’s cancer 
 

Something is wrong, not when the Christians suffers, but rather when the Christian never 
experiences the joy of the Lord in the midst of it 
 
Think about this: What should define Christianity and the Christian? 

• Different people would answer that differently 
• But we are on solid biblical ground if we say: Love! 
• We are equally as grounded in Scripture if we say: Joy! 

o There are 23 different words for joy in the OT 
o There are about 81 occurrences in the OT of calls, decisions, and reports of rejoicing  
o The first announcement of the coming of Christ is described by the angels as ‘good news of 

great joy that will be for all the people’ (Luke 2:10) 
o When the Wise Men saw that baby Jesus, Matthew says they ‘They rejoiced exceedingly with 

great joy’ (Matt 2:10) 
o Salvation that comes through Jesus is pictured as a great joy (Luke 15:6-7, 9-10, 20-24; Cf. Psalm 

51:12) 
o A description of the early church is that they would meet in their homes and eat ‘with gladness 

and sincerity of hearts’ (Acts 2:46) 
o When salvation came to a certain city in Samaria ‘there was much joy in that city’ (Acts 8:8) 
o Joy is placed right after love in the Fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22) 
o Scripture commands us (in light of our salvation) to rejoice! (Phil 2:18; 3:1; 4:4; 2 Cor 13:11; 1 Thess 

5:16; James 1:2; 1 Peter 4:12-13) 
o The Kingdom of God can actually be summed up (in part) as joy: 

 Romans 14:17 
The kingdom of God is not eating and drinking, but righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. 

 

We are on solid biblical ground when we say “Joy ought to characterize the Christian” 
o Particularly (and most potently) in the context of suffering, grief, loss, pain 
o Like love, we do not always seem to pull this off… but like love, it ought to define Christianity 

 
Something is wrong, not when the Christians suffers, but rather when the Christian does not 
have the joy of the Lord in the midst of it  (this week) 
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The overwhelming attitude of the Bible regarding pain and suffering in the life of the 
Christian is positive 

 
Not in a meritorious way—it does not earn us favor with God  
Not in a masochistic way—we do not seek or enjoy pain & suffering 
 
But in a mysterious way—the mystery of the Cross 

• What looks like defeat is actually victory—in the economy of God 
• The Cross 
• A paradox (Suffering is a privilege that yields joy in the Lord) 

 
Paul in 2 Corinthians 12 when suffering: 
8 Three different times I begged the Lord to take it away.  
9 Each time he said, “My grace is all you need. My power works best in weakness.” So now I am glad to boast 
about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ can work through me.  
10 That’s why I take pleasure in my weaknesses, and in the insults, hardships, persecutions, and troubles that I 
suffer for Christ. For when I am weak, then I am strong. 
 

The way that this works is that God, in His sovereign power, has chosen (in an act of decisive 
judgment of reversal on the brokenness of this world—which guarantees there will be pain 
and suffering) to bring forth joy from that pain and suffering. 
 
Christ is the model: 

• Cf. Hebrews 12:2 
…who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right 
hand of the throne of God. 

• There was a joy that was greater than the suffering, the pain, the humiliation 
 

Now, there is coming a day when there will be no more pain and suffering—but that is not 
yet (Cf. Rev 21:1-5)  (The kingdom is “already” and “not yet”) 
 
The immediate manifestation of the victory of the Cross and the Kingdom of God is not that 
suffering is done away with (it will be), but that suffering is redeemed 

• Purpose is instilled—results are reversed—meaning is found 
• This is the ultimate show of power: 

o That God can take what the world and the devil would mean for bad and work it for good 
o A show of domination 

 Like an opponent that can take your own game and work it against you—he/she 
dominated you 

 
What happens then is that God is glorified and shown to be great 

• Which is not where you intuitively go with the problem of pain (the opposite) 
• In our weakness He is shown to be strong 
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We see throughout Scripture that God works His purposes through pain and suffering  

• Remember, there is coming a day of reversal, that allows us to say right now: 
• 2 Corinthians 4:17 

Our suffering is light and temporary and is producing for us an eternal glory that is greater than anything 
we can imagine. 

• Romans 8:18 
I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. 
 

God allows suffering and pain in our lives to identify both (1) how we are doing spiritually, 
and (2) to develop us more deeply  

• “God allows us to experience the low points of life in order to teach us lessons that we could learn in no 
other way” ~CS Lewis 

• “If you are going through a time of discouragement, there is a time of great personal growth ahead.” 
~Oswald Chambers1 

• "As the wicked are hurt by the best things, so the godly are bettered by the worst." William Jenkyn 
• "You must submit to supreme suffering in order to discover the completion of joy” ~John Calvin 

 
Because God works through pain and suffering (as well as relief and deliverance) we must 
have an understanding of both: 

• A theology of victory and of suffering 
• A theology of power and pain 

 
“Without an adequate theology regarding suffering, Christians avoid the cross and move away from their call, 
and they are also unnecessarily unhappy when they face pain.” ~Ajith Fernando (National Director of Youth for Christ, Sri 
Lanka)2 

 
That theology is this: That God permits pain and suffering in this present age in order to 
accomplish in us certain things for our joy and good and for His glory that are consonant with 
the workings of the Cross. 
 
As I mentioned in the previous lesson, Christ and what He has done on our behalf is the 
bedrock of this possibility 

• This joy is not a hollow plea as the world offers 
• This joy is based on Christ the Cross and what they do to bring us to God (Cf. 1 Peter 3:18) 

 
This joy we are talking about is called different things in Scripture: 

 
• The “Joy of the Lord” which is our strength (Nehemiah 8:10) 
• The “fullness of joy” which is found in God’s presence (Psalm 16:11) 
• The “joy of God’s salvation” (Psalm 51:12) 
• And “rejoicing in the Lord” (Philippians 3:1; 4:4) 

 
What is it exactly? 

• It is a feeling, an experience, based on certain truths 
o It is not merely a feeling but rather an authentic feeling enabled/undergirded by absolute truth 

 

                                            
1 Oswald Chambers, My utmost For His Highest, October 13 
2 Ajith Fernando, The Call to Joy and Pain: Embracing Suffering in Your Ministry (Nottingham, England: Inter-varsity Press, 2008), 11. 
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What truths enable the joy of the Lord? 

• The Cross of Christ has brought us to God 
o We have reconciled fulfillment 

 
• In Christ we have God’s love, acceptance, adoption 

o These are greater than the unkindness we experience in life 
 

• The Spirit of Christ lives in us  
o This banishes ultimate loneliness and powerlessness 

 
• God works all things for our good which is our being conformed to the image of Christ 

o The worst things are truly redeemed 
 

• God in Christ is actually present to comfort us 
o We are not left hopeless in our misery (near, suffers with us) 

 
• God has made us co-heirs with Christ 

o Any lack or pain in this life does not compare to the pleasure and privilege of the next 
 
These propositional truths enable/undergird/empower authentic feeling (true and deep joy) 

• It is not trite Christian emotionalism (shallow joy) 
• It is not dependent on circumstances (contingent joy)  
• It is not like the world suggests (forced joy) 
• It has nothing to do with ourselves (self joy) 
• It has to do with the identity and work of the eternal, all powerful, never changing God (Jesus joy) 

 
Having the joy of the Lord does not mean that we will never grieve or be sad 

• Sadness is a valid human emotion 
• And a valid biblical emotion 
• Before we can truly rejoice amid pain, we need to be able to express pain 

o We need to be able to sorrow, grieve and lament 
o A little over 1/3 of the Psalms (50-60 out of 150) are laments (outnumber psalms of praise) 
o The laments in the Bible are the passionate, sorrowful cries of the righteous who despite their 

faithfulness are going through great hardship 
 
Jesus lamented and wept over Jerusalem (Cf. John 13:34-35; Luke 19:41) 

• Concerning His death and resurrection He told His disciples: 
Truly, truly, I say to you, that you will weep and lament, but the world will rejoice; you will grieve, but your 
grief will be turned into joy. (John 16:20) 

• He did not say that they should not grieve, but that their grief would precede their joy 
• With Daisy’s relapse of cancer Kate and I grieved deeply for quite a while before the joy came 

 
What lamenting and grieving done properly do is take us to God in our search for comfort 

• 2 Corinthians 1:3b-4a calls God “the God of all comfort who comforts us in all our afflictions” 
o God meets us in a unique way in our pain 
o “As sure as ever God puts His children in the furnace, He will be in the furnace with them.” 

~Spurgeon 
 Ministers to us in a unique way 
 Which deepens our love relationship with Him 

o "Our fellowship with His sorrows makes us receptive of His joys" -J.H. Jowett 
 The joy of the Lord grows in the soil of emptiness and brokenness 
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Proper lamenting/sorrow actually protects us from emotional/spiritual harm: 
“By opening ourselves up to God’s comfort we also open ourselves to healing form bitterness. We are bitter 
when we think of an event in purely negative terms. If God has comforted us, even though the memory of the 
event is still painful, the bitterness will be gone because we have experienced a love that is greater than the 
harm done to us. Having experienced God’s comfort we are also able to face people, even people who have 
hurt us, with God’s grace, which is greater than all the sin.”3 
 
What keeps us from experiencing this truth fueled joy? 

• 1. Attention given to lies that are contrary to the aforementioned truths 
• 2. A refusal to surrender 

o Clinging to anything in life other than Jesus (even a good thing) (Daisy) 
• 3. A desire for satisfaction over joy 

 
Satisfaction: 

• In the sense of just wanting to make things okay for the moment 
• Immediate satisfaction 
• We pursue this often… daily: 

o Different situations make us act out differently 
o Sometimes we can get it and sometimes we can’t 
o If Paul were driven by this he would have obsessed about getting out of jail  
o The need for that sort of satisfaction would have kept him from joy 

 
We so easily depend on things going well in our lives for whatever joy we feel 

• And when they don’t, and even sometimes for no apparent reason, we feel empty and miserable 
• So, we are compulsively drawn to whatever will provide us a moment of pleasure/immediate 

satisfaction/make it better now (even if for a moment) 
 
We often exchange/give up joy for satisfaction/these moments of pleasure 
 
Addiction is an example of satisfaction at the cost of joy 

• Even though we know that the drug, or the gamble, or the pornographic images, or the conquest will 
rob us of joy (and do the same to those we love) 

o We still refuse to go without that thing—we have to satisfy that craving 
• In the process we forfeit joy (in exchange for the shallow kick) 
• The momentary satisfaction of that craving is more important to us than true happiness/joy 
• Joy robbers 

 
But the joy of the Lord, this deeper, richer internal sort of joy provides a greater power to resist 
temptation 

• What Puritan Thomas Chalmers called “the expulsive power of a new affection” 
 
But even in more innocuous situations 

• We still often seek simple (or extravagant) pleasures in lieu of true joy 
• Pleasure seeking and circumstance guarding become controlling factors 

 
Without the joy of the Lord, all pleasure has a hollow ring to it. It leaves you a short time after the experience is 
over. ~A. Fernando4 
 

                                            
3 Ajith Fernando, The Call to Joy and Pain: Embracing Suffering in Your Ministry (Nottingham, England: Inter-varsity Press, 2008), 28. 
4 Ibid. 
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We are too easily satisfied! 
 
“We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, 
like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is 
meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased.” C. S. Lewis in “The Weight of Glory” 
 
The pleasures of life do not have to be contrary to the joy of the Lord 

• The challenge is that we often substitute pleasure for joy 
• In the absence of joy, we settle for pleasure 

 
But if we have the joy of the Lord, then pleasures are truly enjoyed 

• Instead of owning us in our need for them 
o We more fully enjoy them in our freedom from them 

• Because we have joy in the Lord and all we need in Christ, we can more fully enjoy 
pleasure 

o We can delight in things more fully when we need them less 
o We can love people more and need them less 

 
If we do not have the joy of the Lord as part of our everyday lives, we will depend too much 
on bursts of pleasure for fulfillment, and if that fails us we will be unhappy5 

• And bursts of pleasure will always fail us! 
 
But the joy of the Lord, which is present even in pain, will keep us content in every situation 

o Because in that we realize that we have all we need in Christ 
 

We want (and ought) to be able to say: 
o Habakkuk 3:17-18 

17 Though the fig tree should not blossom, and there be no fruit on the vines,           
Though the yield of the olive should fail and the fields produce no food,           
Though the flock should be cut off from the fold and there be no cattle in the stalls,       
18 Yet I will exult in the LORD, I will rejoice in the God of my salvation. 

 
Learn to suffer well 

o By embracing, surrendering, grieving correctly, allowing process, clinging to Jesus 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            
5 Ajith Fernando, The Call to Joy and Pain: Embracing Suffering in Your Ministry (Nottingham, England: Inter-varsity Press, 2008), 28. 

 


