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Gospel-Colored Glasses 

Philippians 1:12-18 
 
 

There is a way to find joy even in the midst of suffering and persecution: learn to see life through 
gospel-colored glasses. 

 
475 years ago a man named Nicolaus Copernicus turned the world upside down 

- to be more accurate: turned our perception of the world upside down 
- proved mathematically that earth was not stationary center of universe – revolved around sun 
- mind-blowing – for millennia humans saw themselves as center of universe –  the 1 fixed point 
- Copernicus changes everything – gave humanity a new, more accurate way of seeing life 
- Turns out: we’re just tiny creatures on a tiny rock hurling around the sun at staggering speed 
- Copernicus turned the world upside down and changed how they saw life 

 
Our passage is meant to do same: turn our world upside down so we see life in a new way  
Read 1:12-18 
 
In ancient letters: customary for author to share his or her current circumstances 

- we do the same… assuming we still write letters! 
- tell people what’s up with us – where we are & what we’re doing 

In Paul’s case, the Philippian church already knew his circumstances: in prison in Rome 
- So Paul took this opportunity to “reinterpret” those negative circumstances  
- Wants them to see his circumstances in a radically new way… a positive way  

That’s the big idea of the passage found in v12: “my circumstances have turned out for the greater progress of 
the gospel” 

- Ironic! Paul’s bad circumstances have worked out for good… 
- But notice that Paul defines what “good” means – he doesn’t mean what the world means 

o Ask the average person, “what are good circumstances in life”  
o odd question, but probably say, “circumstances that are pleasant and comfortable” 
o That’s definitely NOT what Paul was experiencing! 
o To Paul: good circumstances mean circumstances that advance the gospel  

 his circumstances resulted in many hearing about Jesus for the first time 
 that’s how something bad can be used by God to create something good 

- This definition of “good” should not surprise us  
o we’ve talked for weeks about our primary occupation on earth – only reason still here 
o = help people find and follow Jesus  
o Paul’s whole life was about that one occupation 

- So for Paul: life is good when the gospel’s moving forward; it’s bad when it isn’t 
o his current situation was good because God used it to advance the gospel 
o more people in Rome were hearing the gospel because Paul was in chains 

 
That seems counterintuitive – you would think imprisoning Paul would be bad for the gospel 

- Wouldn’t it be better if he was free – out preaching about Jesus throughout Rome?  
- Locking this guy up sounds like a defeat… but it wasn’t! 

 
Imprisonment actually turned out to be a victory for the gospel for 2 reasons… 
 



The first is in v13 – re-read v13 – this is the first good outcome of his imprisonment 
- “my imprisonment IN Christ” = he’s in prison because of his allegiance to Jesus 

o Jews who didn’t follow Jesus hated Jews who did – saw as threat to their religion  
o Got Christians in trouble with Romans  

- So because of His public allegiance to Jesus he’s now in prison… 
- And everyone knows that – that’s the real point of v13 

o His imprisonment for Jesus became known throughout Praetorian Guard 
o = 9000 elite soldiers who served as emperor’s personal bodyguard 

 kind of like our Secret Service, but with swords! 
o One of their jobs = guard prisoners on house arrest, like Paul 
o They would chain a guard to the prisoner at all times, night and day – in 4-hour shifts 
o If I were Paul, I would be super annoyed – can never have any privacy!  
o But to Paul, this was awesome! He’s thinking: CAPTIVE AUDIENCE! 
o I’ve got 4 hours to get to know this guy, show him I care about him, share gospel  
o We struggle to share gospel once a month… Paul got to every 4 hours! 
o Not hard… first question guard asks – “What are you in for?”  
o Got to watch Paul pray; hear him talk about Jesus with people who visited  
o Probably the first prisoner they ever met who didn’t complain or beg for release 
o So amazing they told the rest of the soldiers in the city till everyone heard 

- Paul’s point: because he was imprisoned, 1000’s of soldiers who would have probably never walked into 
a church heard about Jesus and saw the peace Jesus created in Paul’s life 

- God took a very negative circumstance and brought great good out of it… in a surprising way! 
 
Reason #2 – re-read v14 – this is the 2nd good outcome of his imprisonment 

- Paul’s imprisonment also had a powerful effect on the rest of the church in Rome 
- It grew the courage of most other believers so they shared the gospel more boldly  
- Surprising! You would think they would be cowering in fear after their leader arrested 
- Instead: persecution spawned courage – Paul’s example inspired them, strengthened them  
- Tertullian (3rd Cent church leader) “in the blood of the martyrs lies the seed of the church”  
- When you persecute Christians, it can actually inspire the rest of us to follow their example  
- Example: ~50 yrs ago Jim Elliot and 4 other missionary graduates of Wheaton college 

o killed by the Auca Indians of South America who they were trying to reach with gospel 
o result: inspired 1000’s of other Wheaton graduates to become missionaries 
o some went to that same tribe and led many Auca Indians to Christ! 

- Courage inspired more courage!  
- God loves to take the evil circumstances of this life and use them for good  

o He turns the table on our circumstances – turns apparent defeat into great victory 
 

Now in Paul’s case, prison wasn’t the only negative circumstance he faced 
He also faced jealousy and division within the church 

- He faces persecution from outside the church and jealousy within the church! 
- That’s what Paul talks about next – re-read 15-17 
- There were 2 groups within the church in Rome: 
- the good guys – believers who proclaimed the gospel out of love and goodwill 

o Mature believers courageously filling the void left by Paul’s imprisonment 
- the bad guys 

o BELIEVERS – back to v14 – both groups called “brothers” = believers 
o genuine believers caught up in “envy and strife” 
o We don’t know for sure who these people are, but I have a guess…  
o Paul didn’t plant church in Rome – other people did 
o But here comes this famous apostle and suddenly congregation wants to follow him 



o I think that made some of the leaders in Rome jealous and resentful towards Paul 
o Used his imprisonment as opportunity to increase their own influence  
o Share gospel to draw more people into church who look up to them  
o Wanted to increase their influence and look good in other peoples’ eyes 

- Do we see that kind of ambition in the church today? Absolutely! 
o Lots of Christians do the right things for the wrong reasons  
o Often, that wrong reason is to make ourselves look good 
o I’ve been guilty of that – do something righteous so others will notice – so I look good 
o That’s what’s going on in Rome  

- Yet as Paul watched these believers acting out of jealousy and ambition… he still rejoiced! 
- Why? Re-read 18… Because despite their bad motives, the gospel is still preached!  

o Now be clear: God will hold them accountable for their bad motives! 
 Motives do matter to God – right action from wrong motive is still sin 
 Jesus will judge both our actions AND our motives when we stand before Him  

o Yet Paul still rejoices because despite their bad motives, the gospel is still going forth 
 To Paul, that’s all that matters! 

- Here’s something interesting… compare this to what Paul says in Galatians 
o There were also people in Galatia preaching the gospel out of selfish ambition 
o Wanted to increase their influence and diminish Paul’s 
o Paul responds very differently to that situation – Read Gal 1:9 

 “Accursed” = “let them be damned”  
o In Philippians, he rejoices; in Galatians, he curses them to hell! Why the difference? 
o Because the bad guys in Galatia didn’t just have bad motives, they taught a bad gospel  

 claimed Jesus was a good start but not enough – must also obey the Law 
 distorted the gospel and led people away from the simple grace of God 
 to Paul that was a damnable offense! 

- Because to Paul all that matters is the gospel!  
o Jealous believers in Rome were still proclaiming the one true gospel  
o People were still hearing the good news about Jesus – and that was all that mattered! 

 
Now we can step back and summarize what we’ve learned 

- I told you at the beginning: this passage flips our world upside down 
o Just like Copernicus... it’s meant to change the way you see life 

- In particular: it’s meant to change the way you interpret your circumstances 
- Paul faced two very negative circumstances:  

o he was imprisoned by people outside the church  
o he was belittled by people inside the church 

- To most human beings those two circumstances would be cause for anger, bitterness, self-pity 
- But for Paul they were a cause for joy 

o Not because the circumstances themselves were good!  
 Paul would never say that persecution or jealousy are good – they are not 
 The Bible is clear that both are sins, both are evil 

o But Paul had joy because he saw those circumstances through the grid of the gospel 
 he could see God, in infinite wisdom and grace, using both bad circumstances for good 

ends – to help countless people find and follow Jesus 
 
This passage is why, when Julie first studied Philippians years ago, she told me it felt like Paul looked at all of life 
through “gospel-colored glasses”  

- You know when you were a little kid and got a pair of sunglasses with colored lenses, maybe green or 
pink or red, and you put them on and the whole world suddenly looked very different. It took on the tint 
of those crazy lenses.  



- That’s what Paul wants for us – to wear gospel-colored glasses so that all of life is viewed through the 
mission of sharing the gospel. Circumstances that advance the gospel in some way are good; those that 
don’t, are bad. 

- That’s a radically different way of looking at life than we are used to 
o We tend to call circumstances GOOD if they advance our security, happiness, comfort 
o We tend to call circumstances BAD that threaten our security, happiness, comfort  

- But God wants to turn that upside down so that… 
- Circumstances the world calls “good” may actually be “bad” 

o If they distract me from sharing the gospel… ultimately not good even if they feel good 
o Example: 3rd yr at A&M, Matt Morton, Chris Thompson – both now pastors here at Grace with 

me – and our friend N. – a missionary now – we all moved out of the dorms on campus into an 
apartment together, next door to many other apartments all occupied by other friends who 
went to Grace. Result: almost all our immediate neighbors were Christians. It was not like that in 
the dorm! You roomed next to whoever the university put next to you – and statistically 
speaking – it’s probably not going to be a believer! Male dorms are as rowdy as they are smelly! 
So it seems like a really good thing that we moved off campus, right! More comfortable, quieter, 
and much less rowdy. BUT… there were far fewer opportunities to share the gospel  

o I’m not saying I regret the decision – I’m saying that it’s not as simple as we tend to think it is – 
just because something makes us happier and more comfortable doesn’t mean it’s what God 
wants for us. 

o When you see life through the grid of the gospel you realize that there would have been some 
real advantages to staying in the dorm! Lot more chances to share gospel!  

o When you put on gospel-colored glasses, you begin to reevaluate those things you always 
assumed were good. Maybe they’re not best, after all, because the measure of “good” is what 
advances the gospel. 

- Circumstances the world calls “bad” may actually be “good” 
o What we’re talking about here is suffering – circumstances in life that bring us pain.  
o Now we must be clear: suffering is never good 

 Notice, Paul never said that prison or persecution were good things  
 God did not create suffering nor did He want humanity to suffer. 
 He created Adam and Eve physically perfect and placed them in a lush garden full of 

endless delight. God created humanity to live free of suffering. 
 But we chose sin. And it is our sin that brought suffering into the world. Our sin brought 

a curse on this world and on our own bodies that has led to millennia of suffering. 
 I think it’s always helpful, when you think about suffering, to remember what Jesus did 

when His friend Lazarus died. Jesus traveled to Lazarus’ house knowing that He was 
about to raise Lazarus from the dead and knowing that God the Father was going to use 
Lazarus’ healing to bring many people to faith. And yet, when Jesus saw the suffering 
and grief etched on the faces of Lazarus’ sisters, what did he do? Did He tell them to 
buck up and have faith ‘cause everything was gonna work out for the best? No, He 
wept. He shared in their pain and grief. 

 That tells us that God does not sit in heaven looking forward to the next bout of 
suffering He can send our way to mature us. God grieves with us in our suffering.  

 So, when another believer comes to you and says they just found out they have cancer 
or lost their job, don’t tell them to rejoice in their suffering. God does not rejoice in 
cancer or unemployment. He hates it, and so should we.  

o Don’t rejoice in the suffering. Rejoice in the fact that God can bring good even out of the 
tragedy. 

o In God’s hands, suffering which isn’t good, can actually become a source of great good 
o God can redeem our suffering by using it to help people find and follow Jesus 

 That’s what He did through Paul’s suffering 



 He can do the same through ours. When we cling to Jesus in the midst of suffering, 
people notice, and are amazed 

 That’s not just true in the case of persecution, but in any type of suffering. When people 
see how you respond to sickness, to the loss of your job, or the loss of a loved one, they 
notice, and it can draw them to Jesus. It can give you new and unexpected opportunities 
to share the gospel when people ask, “How do you have hope in the midst of suffering?”  

 examples 
o Furthermore, God can use that suffering to refine our character 

 Paul doesn’t mention that in this passage, but he does in others… as does the New 
Testament as a whole. 

 Read James 1:2-4 
o When we look at our world through gospel-colored glasses, we see that even suffering can be a 

source of great good.  
- BUT… Good comes only IF we respond rightly to suffering 

o Look at Paul’s example. The gospel would not have advanced through Paul if he would have 
responded to imprisonment in bitterness or self-pity. If he was just another bitter, complaining 
prisoner, the guards would have never taken notice of him, and certainly wouldn’t have been as 
interested in his story about Jesus. It was his joyful response in the midst of suffering that set 
Paul apart and advanced the gospel. 

o So when we suffer, it only works for good when we respond rightly. If we respond like most of 
our world does, blaming our suffering on God or letting it turn into bitterness or self-pity, then 
our suffering won’t advance the gospel. No one will be drawn to Jesus by a bitter believer! Our 
suffering will be wasted.  

o But if we’ll trust God with our suffering and believe He can bring good from it, He will for our 
benefit and the benefit of others. 

 
Application at end: 

- Surrender the hard circumstances in your life to God and ask Him… 
o to keep you from bitterness  
o to redeem the suffering for great good for you and for others 

- especially pray He would use even these hard times in your life to win people to Christ 
o That’s our greatest desire 
o For those of you who were here in May – that desire was the reason we filled these boards with 

names of people who don’t yet know Jesus 
o Our prayer is that EVERY KNEE would be bowed to Jesus in faith and love 
o We put these back up here this morning to remind you to be praying for the person and the 

place you wrote down last semester – pray that God would reach them with the gospel – pray 
that God would use you to share Jesus with them 

 
Pray: 

- surrender the hard circumstances in your life to God 
o ask Him to protect you from bitterness or self-pity 
o ask Him to use these hard circumstances in your life to help other find & follow Jesus 

- pray for the person you wrote on the board 
o if you weren’t here that week, pray for someone in your life who doesn’t yet know Jesus 

 
 


