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Introduction 
Have you heard the old story about the man who had an accident while trying to lower a barrel full of bricks 
from a tall building? It is said that… This man was in an accident, so he filled out an insurance claim. The 1

insurance company contacted him and asked for more information. This was his response: 


I am writing in response to your request for additional information in Block #3 of the accident reporting 
form. I put "Poor Planning" as the cause of my accident. You asked for a fuller explanation and I trust the 
following details will be sufficient.


I am a bricklayer by trade. On the day of the accident, I was working alone on the roof of a new six-story 
building. When I completed my work, I found I had some bricks left over which, when weighed later, were 
found to weigh 240 lbs. Rather than carry the bricks down by hand, I decided to lower them in a barrel 
using a pulley which was attached to the side of the building at the sixth floor.


Securing the rope at ground level, I went up to the roof, swung the barrel out and loaded the bricks into it. 
Then I went down and untied the rope, holding it tightly to ensure a slow descent of the 240 lbs of bricks. 
You will note on the accident reporting form that my weight is 135 lbs. Due to my surprise at being jerked 
off the ground so suddenly, I lost my presence of mind and forgot to let go of the rope. Needless to say, I 
proceeded at a rapid rate up the side of the building.


In the vicinity of the third floor, I met the barrel which was now proceeding downward at an equally 
impressive speed. This explains the fractured skull, minor abrasions and the broken collarbone, as listed in 
Section 3, accident reporting form. Slowed only slightly, I continued my rapid ascent, not stopping until the 
fingers of my right hand were two knuckles deep into the pulley which I mentioned in Paragraph 2 of this 
correspondence. Fortunately by this time I had regained my presence of mind and was able to hold tightly 
to the rope, in spite of the excruciating pain I was now beginning to experience.


At approximately the same time, however, the barrel of bricks hit the ground and the bottom fell out of the 
barrel. Now devoid of the weight of the bricks, the barrel weighed approximately 50 lbs. I refer you again to 
my weight. As you might imagine, I began a rapid descent down the side of the building. In the vicinity of 
the third floor, I met the barrel coming up. This accounts for the two fractured ankles, broken tooth and 
severe lacerations of my legs and lower body.


Here my luck began to change slightly. The encounter with the barrel seemed to slow me enough to lessen 
my injuries when I fell into the pile of bricks and fortunately only three vertebrae were cracked.


I am sorry to report, however, as I lay there on the pile of bricks, in pain, unable to move and watching the 
empty barrel six stories above me, I again lost my composure and presence of mind and let go of the 
rope… 
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Context 
Just like this man, Paul was in a situation where it would have been easy to just give up. To throw in the 
towel, thinking that his imprisonment was some form of punishment or judgment from God. I’m sure that he 

 As told by Gerard Hoffnung at the Oxford Union, December 4th, 1958, “The Bricklayer’s Accident Report,” http://1
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was at the end of his rope, just barely hanging on. Because of the Gospel, Paul was chained to a Roman 
soldier 24 hours a day, seven days a week. This was not the only challenge that he had faced. He doesn’t 
spend much time in this letter describing for them what he had gone through—there is a reason for that, 
the Gospel is more important than the difficulties that he faces.


Since Paul doesn’t tell us what he endured here, we have to look elsewhere. We find a short list of his 
experiences in 2 Corinthians 11:24-31. He says that he was nearly beaten to death (5 times), beaten with 
rods (3 times), they tried to stone him to death once—didn’t phase him, he was shipwrecked, spent a night 
and day on the open sea. He recounts that on journey’s to take the gospel to the world he was in danger 
from rivers, robbers, gentiles, he had danger while in the city and in the wilderness, even his own people 
were out to get him! He faced false teachers, hardship, toil, sleepless nights, hunger, thirst, cold, and was 
without clothing! To summarize this crazy list of challenges to the Philippians, Paul says, “what has 
happened to me”—as an almost passing thought in verse 12. 


Even still, Paul had joy. He wasn’t gritting his teeth, trying to put on a good face for those who followed 
him. He was suffering but had joy in spite of the hardships. He doesn’t want the Philippians to lose heart 
and give up. He wants them to see that God has a purpose in everything they experience, even suffering. 


Last week, Paul showed us, in his prayer, that there are three marks of true Christian fellowship—he 
showed us that we should give thanks, show love, and pray for one another. When we realize that God has 
put the people who are in fellowship with us, here on purpose, we can stop fighting with one another and 
start fighting together for the Gospel. I believe that the only reason that the Philippians—and Paul—could 
continue on with a steely determination in the midst of the challenges that they were facing is that they saw 
one another as partners.


We aren’t told this in the text, but I have often wondered if Paul had some initial thoughts like we might 
have had. You know, questions like, “Why me?” or “What now?” It seemed like everything was going to 
plan, the gospel was spreading, and Paul was fulfilling the calling of Christ in his life. Then, he is 
imprisoned. He knew he was called by God to share the gospel, but how would he do it now? How was 
any of this, part of God’s plan? I’m sure that all of us have had times in our lives where we have asked 
these same questions—or maybe you are experiencing something like this right now. You start to move 
forward on what you think God’s plan for your life is, only find the road riddled with opposition and 
roadblocks. Paul knows exactly how you are feeling—and has an answer for this in our text for today.


Purpose Statement 
In Philippians 1:12-14, we will see that there is nothing in this world that can stop the gospel. There is no 
situation, no person, no THING, that will get in its way. No matter what kind of obstacle we might face, the 
gospel is more powerful. Paul was facing some serious opposition, but the gospel was advancing anyway. 
Let’s read what he writes in Philippians 1:12-14:


12 Now I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that what has happened to me has actually 
advanced the gospel, 13 so that it has become known throughout the whole imperial guard, and to 
everyone else, that my imprisonment is because I am in Christ. 14 Most of the brothers have gained 
confidence in the Lord from my imprisonment and dare even more to speak the word fearlessly.

Let’s pray…


Body 
In Philippians 1:12-18, Paul will show us to several Ways to Advance the Gospel in Adversity, today we will 
look at the first one.




1. The first way to advance the gospel in adversity is to recognize 
God’s sovereignty (12) 
When we say that God is Sovereign, we mean that he has the “absolute right to do all things according to 
his own good pleasure.”  Or to put in another way, God is all-powerful and can do anything he wants—and 3

that he can use any situation, good or bad, to accomplish his purposes. 


Paul has in mind a theme that is expressed throughout the Bible. Here are a few examples: 


Psalm 115:3—Our God is in heaven and does whatever he pleases. 

Psalm 135:6—The Lord does whatever he pleases in heaven and on earth, in the seas and all the depths.

Job 42:2—I know that you can do anything and no plan of yours can be thwarted. 


He starts verse 12 by saying “Now I want you to know…” This would be similar to a pastor saying, “If you 
don’t hear anything else, I want you to listen to this.” The very next thing he says is so important for us to 
hear, it is so important for us to internalize, it is so important for us to understand, because when we do, it 
will change the entire perspective by which we live our lives each and every day. What was so important for 
them to know that Paul says, “I WANT YOU TO KNOW…?” It is right there in verse 12—“what has 
happened to me has actually advanced the gospel.”


Think about that statement for just a moment. Do you remember all the “stuff” that we said Paul had 
endured thus far? If anyone we knew had experienced that, it is not likely that we would think “I really 
wonder what great thing God is preparing that person to accomplish for His glory. NO! We would probably 
think, “I wonder what that person did to God, that God decided to turn them into his personal hacky-sac?” 
We might be more like Job’s “friends” who told him that the reason for all the calamity in his life was the 
result of his sin. 


The idea that if you do good things for God and he will bless you, or that if you do bad against God he will 
punish you does not come from the Bible. Ultimately this will be the case, when all stand before the Great 
White Throne Judgement (as outlined in Revelation 20:11ff). However, while we live on this earth it may not 
be the case. It is true that if we follow God there are benefits, but that doesn’t mean that he will remove all 
the adversity that we might face. In reality, this idea comes from the eastern religions and goes by several 
names—the most popular being “karma.” There is no such thing as “christian karma.” In reality, because of 
our world riddled with sin, good things happen to bad people and bad things happen to “good” people. 
Though none of us is totally innocent. 


I run into this idea all the time. People who think that if they follow God and obey him that he will bless their 
lives materially and will take away any difficult thing that they might experience. Then, when they are not 
blessed and they have to face the difficult thing they have one of two responses. Either they blame 
themselves for not living up to whatever standard they think they need to live up to (which, seems to be 
constantly changing), or they blame God and say that he either doesn’t care or isn’t real. Both of these 
responses are wrong. 


The truth is that sometimes God allows us to go through difficultly even—and maybe especially—when we 
are following Him. He does this for a few reasons. 


The first reason is that He wants to show us, and others, that we are following him because we love 
him, and not the stuff that he does for us. We find out that this is the reason that God allowed Job to be 
tested. In Job 1:9-11 Satan basically says that the only reason that Job loves and follows God is for the 
blessings. Satan argues that if God allowed Job to experience suffering, he would curse God. So, God 
allows him to be tested. The result was that Job loved God even without the goodies, because a 
relationship with God is better than any of the stuff we might get. 


 M. G. Easton, Easton’s Bible Dictionary (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1893).3
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A second reason that God might allow adversity in our lives is so that he can teach us something that we 
will need for a future ministry. I have known many people who have experienced the worst things that 
this world has—the difficult death of a loved one, the loss of a child, rape, murder, bitter divorce, the 
ravages of cancer, and a whole host of other terrible life circumstances. I have seen these situations drive 
people away from God and I have seen them dive people into the arms of God. The most interesting thing 
about all this tragedy is that those who run to God in these time of difficulty are nearly always used by God 
in amazing ways in the lives of other people around them. I have seen people who have lost children be 
able to comfort others in the time of their loss in ways that people who haven’t lost a child never could. I 
have seen those who have gone through a bitter divorce be able to help save another’s marriage or provide 
guidance and reconciliation between other couples who are going through or contemplating divorce. 


God doesn’t allow us to go through tragedy because he likes watching people suffer. No, God allows us to 
go through adversity to prepare us for some future, or present, ministry that he has for us to do. 


One final reason, and I’m sure that there are many more, that God might allow adversity in our lives is so 
that we will recognize that the good things that are happening are coming from His work and not 
ours. Too often, God will do something amazing in or through our lives and we think that it came from us. If 
you are like me you think that it was because you were really clever, or creative, or that you were able to 
convince someone of something because of your logical prowess. Let me tell you something. If what 
happens is spiritual, you had nothing to do with it—it was God working in you. In fact, I believe—and I think 
that I have said something like this before—if you can accomplish God’s plan in your life without God, then 
it wasn’t God’s plan. God doesn’t give us stuff to do that we can do on our own. If He did, then we could 
get some of the glory, we could take some of the accolades, we could be filled with pride. But that is simply 
not the case. Anything that God asks us to do, he asks us to do in His power. 


Paul explained this to the Galatians in this way, “I have been crucified with Christ, and I no longer live, but 
Christ lives in me. The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 
himself for me.”  The things that he was doing were not by his own power, strength, or ingenuity, but 4

because he had yielded his life to Christ—and Christ was now living HIS life through Paul. In 2 Corinthians 
12, Paul lets them know the reason he was given a thorn in the flesh. He writes, “so that I would not exalt 
myself, a thorn in the flesh was given to me, a messenger of Satan to torment me so that I would not exalt 
myself.”  He explains why a few verses later by saying, “I will most gladly boast all the more about my 5

weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may reside in me. 10 So I take pleasure in weaknesses, insults, 
hardships, persecutions, and in difficulties, for the sake of Christ. For when I am weak, then I am strong.” 
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Now, we don’t know exactly what Paul’s thorn was, but here is one person’s thought on the issue (show 
sponge bob cartoon). Regardless of what it might have been, Paul knew that the real reason that adversity 
followed him around—so that the power of Christ would be in him. The hardships kept him humble. They 
allowed him to realize that he was nothing without God. And, the fascinating things about all of this, Paul 
had joy in his suffering because he knew that it meant that God was there working, in the midst of it all.


This brings us right back to the text. Paul writes, “Now I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that what 
has happened to me has actually advanced the gospel.” Paul wanted the Philippians to know that even 
though he was in chains, the gospel wasn’t. While he may have been bound and beaten, the gospel is free 
and thriving. He wanted them to know that GOD IS SOVEREIGN. He wanted them to understand that even 
in adversity, God was advancing the Gospel—and that is GOOD NEWS! 


 Christian Standard Bible (Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2017), Ga 2:20.4

 Christian Standard Bible (Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2017), 2 Co 12:7.5

 Christian Standard Bible (Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2017), 2 Co 12:9–10.6
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In fact, it wasn’t “that the gospel had continued to make progress in spite of adversity”—instead, it was 
that very adversity that was the cause for the advancement of the gospel. 
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When we recognize the sovereignty of God in our adversity, we will see adversity as part of the plan of God 
to advance the Gospel. 


One more quick comment on verse 12, he calls them “brothers” or a better translation of the Greek would 
be “brothers and sisters.” There is a reason for this—he wants to remind them that just like a biological 
family faces life together, they are in this spiritual life together. Just like a family would protect, encourage, 
and help one another in times of trial—they are to follow that example. They are to remind one another that, 
with the help of God, they will make it through the tough times—and God will use it to make something 
great of himself. 


That is one of the reasons that when someone comes at the end of a service to go public with their faith in 
Jesus, or to let us know that they are interested in joining with us to fulfill the mission of Christ, I have 
learned from my pastoral mentor to say something like “We want to welcome you to a journey where we 
are trying to be as committed to each other as Jesus is to us.” That’s what it means to be the church, that’s 
what it means to be brothers and sisters in Christ—that we are committed to each other, willing to help one 
another, because we know that God is as work in our lives and through our lives to do something great, 
even when we cannot see it that way. 


That is what Paul was trying to remind the Philippians about. That they were in this together, that God was 
in control, and that even when it doesn’t look like it is possible, the Gospel can advance in spite of 
adversity. 

I think that we will stop here this morning and pick up in verse 13 next week.


Conclusion 
What difficulty or challenge are you facing in your life today? What adversity are you experiencing? How will 
you handle it? Will you be like the man in our opening illustration who lost his “composure and presence of 
mind” or will you take Paul as your example and look for how God might be working in your difficult 
circumstances? 


When we realize that God is sovereign, we can begin to shift our perspective on the circumstances that we 
are facing. We can begin to look for how God will be working in us and through us to advice the Gospel in 
spite of the adversity that is before us. 


[Auca missionary story]


In our modern culture, we often focus on alleviating adversity and pain. We don’t like to experience 
difficulty, especially when it comes to the things we really believe. That is not the picture that Paul paints for 
us today. He tells us that it is in the very adversity of life that we will see God at work. It is too bad that we 
are often more concerned about our comfort than we are about Christ, so we miss the opportunity. A wise 
man, named Dr. John Marshall, once told me, “The life that you have always dreamed of, lies hidden in the 
ministry that you dread.”


It is in the middle of the chaos, the challenge, the difficulty, the adversity, that the Gospel will be advanced. 
If you are waiting for things to “get better” before you get on task for God, you will never start. God wants 
to use you right now, where you are, in whatever difficulty you are facing, to accomplish his great purpose 
for your life. “Whatever our own ‘chains’ might be, we can look for ways in which the gospel might be 
advanced through them.”8
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