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19th Sunday after the Pentecost  October 11, 2020   Trinity UMC 
Rev. Geri Hamlen 

 
 

  Let’s continue with reading Paul’s letter to the Philippians…looking for words of 
encouragement and strength for the difficult time in which we live and the difficult days of 
winter, pandemic, elections that lie ahead.    I am using a translation from N. T. Wright, a 
professor and former Bishop in the Church of England so it may sound a little different from 
what’s in your translation.  
Scripture Reading        Philippians 2: 12 – 18  
12 So, my dear people: you always did what I said,  
      so please now carry on in the same way,  
      not just as though I was there with you,  
           but much more because I’m not!  
Your task now is to work at bringing about your own salvation;  
 and naturally you’ll be taking this with utter seriousness.  
After all, God himself is the one who’s at work among you,  
   who provides both the will and the energy to enable you to do what pleases God. 
There must be no grumbling and disputing in anything you do.  
That way, nobody will be able to fault you,  
 and you’ll be pure and spotless children of God  
  in the middle of a twisted and depraved generation.  
You are to shine among them like lights in the world,  
 clinging on to the word of life.  
That’s what I will be proud of on the day of the Messiah.  
It will prove that I didn’t run a useless race, or work to no purpose. 
Yes: even if I am to be poured out like a drink-offering  
 on the sacrifice and service of your faith,  
  I shall be glad, and celebrate jointly with you all.  
In the same way, you should be glad,  
 yes, and celebrate with me.  
THE KINGDOM NEW TESTAMENT: A CONTEMPORARY TRANSLATION by N.T. WRIGHT. Copyright (c) 2011 by 
Nicholas Thomas Wright. Courtesy of HarperCollins Publishers. Used by permission. 

 The words of God for the people of God. 

     Thanks be to God.  
 

Message       
How do you suppose Paul stays so cheerful???? 
He’s a prisoner when he wrote this letter.   It’s not 100% certain where he is for this letter for 
the Full of Beans or what he did to get there but the Bible record tells us of 3 different times 
Paul was arrested and spent as much as six years incarcerated.  So how can he keep talking 
about being glad and celebrating?    
 
We know, many of us, that Paul didn’t grow up to be a jolly, happy kind of guy  We first meet 
Paul at a time in his life when he was the ‘Enforcer of the Law’ of Moses.  He had identified 
Jesus as a danger to those Laws and was zealous in capturing, punishing, and stamping out 
those who followed Jesus.  He was educated, enjoyed the privileges of a Roman citizen, and 
was absolutely sure that he was right and anything other brand of ‘right’ that someone else 
came up with…l was wrong.     
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And yet…a number of years later…something happened and today we read what he wrote 
while imprisoned for his own part in following Jesus and…full of joy and celebration and 
happiness.   How does he do that?     
 
Today’s verses weren’t just a passing, one of a kind reference to the Philippians. Paul  
started speaking like that all the way back at the beginning of the letter: 
…praying with joy for all of you 
…and I will continue to rejoice.. 
 

His is not a selfish joy…he wants it for those who read his letter, too…saying that he will 
…continue with all of you for your progress and joy in faith.  
 

And he challenges his readers, then and now, with the words: 
….make my joy complete; be of the same mind, having the same love,  
 being in full accord and of one mind.   
 
When we stop and look a little closer at Paul, There is a lot we can learn about how we too 
can grow in our joy and happiness.  And maybe you’re thinking…well Paul had an advantage 
over us…Yes, because he receive a Bible-worthy miracle from Jesus…which gave him a 
strong nudge in the direction of joyful living. But let’s think about it for a minute.   Paul really 
needed that miracle, didn’t he?   He didn’t have an early childhood baptism.  He didn’t have 
Christmas or Easter or Vacation Bible School or Camp or Youth Group or mission trips like 
we did…to teach him and show him who and how Jesus loves him.  
 
He just had his own opinions and convictions that it was ‘My way or the highway.’  And he 
couldn’t conceive of himself being wrong about that.  
 
All by himself, Paul could not talk himself our of a rigid, formal, punitive, critical mindset and  
into a dramatic, joyful shift in focus, belief and temperament.   He could have wished for 
it…which I doubt he did.  
He could have prayed to be changed…which I doubt he did. 
He could have made up his mind to act differently…which I doubt he did.  
 
But when push came to shove….Paul needed a big, God-sized miracle and Jesus is the one 
who did what needed to be done in order for Paul to be transformed into a loving, 
celebrating, rejoicing person. 
 
Will Jesus do that for each of us?   You betcha.    
It may not be supersized like Paul’s because you have been receiving nuggets of miracles 
throughout your life that Paul never could have imagined. And now, with all of the challenges 
of this place and time, God is still at work.  
 
Your miracle may not come on demand.  
It may not be a blinding light on the road.    
It may not even be something you notice but I am here to tell you that the transforming love 
of Jesus Christ is available to us all and it includes an element of joy and happiness beyond 
our ability to imagine.  If we open ourselves to the gift of grace that is offered, freely and 
eternally.    
 
 In the 12-step programs, there is a Suggested step that is read at each meeting.  It says:   
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We came to believe that a power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.    
A long time ago, I added a few words on the end…if we allow that to happen.   
In order to receive God’s miracles, we need to have an openness, a willingness to 
experience sanity, gratitude, acceptance, joy and happiness.  That’s how and when those 
God-given gifts take root deep in us and to bear fruit.  
 

Paul wasn’t even looking for a miracle and it happened.  
How much more of a gift does God want to give to those of us who pray with faithful 
expectation and hope for a healing from fear, anxiety, worry and despair.  Who trust that 
Jesus is the Great Physician and that in him and through him is the peace that passes all 
understanding. 
 

I look at Paul and how he shows us a way. In order to become the joy/celebration guy: 
He had to humble himself to the blinding light of Christ’s truth and presence.    
 You can do that too.  
In order to become the joy/celebration guy: 
He had to let go of what he ‘thought’ was right and seek diligently  
 for what Jesus taught is God’s mind and heart.   
 You can do that too.    
In order to become the joy/celebration guy: 
He had to humble himself to be hospitable to and with people who he may well  
 have ignored or arrested in the past.    
 You can do that too.  
In order to become the joy/celebration guy: 
He had to make amends, apologize, admit that he was wrong  
 and then get on with doing what he was called to do.    
 You can do that too.   
 

It may not be easy for us to be patient and wait and yet, when we believe that God is working 
miracles in our own lives…then we can start to live as those who have already received 
those gifts.   Some people call it the “Fake it ‘til you make it” method.  We can prepare for the 
miracle when we act our way into a new way of thinking.  Because, Paul knew and God 
knows, we can’t think or will or demand our way into joy and celebration.   We need the gift.   
Expect a miracle.     And when you receive it…accept it.  Take it.  Use it.  
 

We too, as Paul says, can shine like lights in the world, in the middle of a twisted and 
depraved generation.   Yes, with rejoicing and celebration.   Because there is nothing that 
can separate us from the love of God which makes it possible for us to stay firmly rooted in 
joy and celebration, no matter what else is going on.  
 

Let’s commit, here and now, to allow Paul’s rejoicing be contagious, be grafted into us, as a  
way of life, as a prayer to help us in these dark and dreary times.  Let’s be the light of joy for 
those around us. Let us pray 
   

Through Light and Shadow   Amended 
Holy God…through light and shadow 

I am led, I follow, 
through the ins and outs 

the ups and downs  
of these days, 

when my heart is failing, 
when my spirit rejoices, 
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when I can barely put one foot  
in front of the other 

still you beckon me on... 
when I stumble you support me, 

when I can go no further  
you carry me, 

through light and shadow, 
in death's dark vale, 

and on the mountain peaks 
you lead me, 

through tangled webs, 
on rocky ground, 

on smoother paths, 
through light and shadow 

you lead me, 
I follow, 

may I never 
walk alone... 

~ written by Sally, and posted on Eternal Echoes. http://sallysjourney.typepad.com/sallys_journey/ 

God of hope, we come to you in the midst of a world fraught with troubles.  

Although the darkness is powerful, open our eyes, Lord, to the light of your presence.  

Give us faith to stand against the voices of division and violence.  

Through your Spirit remake us into hope-filled disciples,  

discovering lives attune to your wonder, 

 and sparking in others a desire to know you more.  

In the name of the One who comes to us, we pray, Amen. 

Amended— Rev. Nancy J, on her blog, wonderings through life and other such nonsense.  

 
 
 
  

http://sallysjourney.typepad.com/sallys_journey/
http://ruminari.wordpress.com/2010/12/03/advent-2a-call-to-worship/

