Living Above the Circumstances #2

“Coping with Disabilities”

Philippians 1:12-18

In many ways, living with a disability is easier today than ever before. Technological advances, legal protections, and government support of those so suffering have certainly increased their quality of life. But all of that does not make a disability easier to accept. This morning I want to speak about coping with disabilities.

We tend to think of disabilities only in the area of permanent, physical impairments that are outwardly obvious. Certainly these are the most challenging disabilities, but we should not restrict our thinking only in those terms. Sometimes they can be temporary—an illness or injury that keeps us in a hospital or at home for a time, a financial setback that leaves us unable to do the things we once did, or a natural disaster that destroys our home or possessions. At times these are the consequences of our own choices, such as Moses’ 40 years in the Midian desert after killing the Egyptian slave master, or Jonah’s three-day submarine ride in the belly of a great fish after trying to run away from God’s calling. Other times these things “just happen”—as when Joseph was sold by his brothers, falsely accused by Potiphar’s wife, and forgotten by the king’s cupbearer in prison, or when Job’s life was turned upside down by Satan.

A Vexing Restriction 

Turning to Paul’s letter to the Philippians, we learn of a disability the apostle suffered at the time he wrote. We read in Philippians 1:12, “Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel.” The key phrase there is “what has happened to me.” This describes a vexing restriction for the apostle.

More than anything else, Paul’s desire as a missionary was to preach the Gospel in Rome. The hub of the great Empire, Rome was the key city of its day. If Paul could conquer it for Christ, it would mean reaching millions with the message of salvation. It was critically important on Paul’s agenda, for he said in Acts 19:21, “After I have been there [Jerusalem], I must visit Rome also.” From Corinth he wrote in Romans 1:15, “That is why I am so eager to preach the gospel also to you who are at Rome.” 

Paul wanted to go to Rome as a preacher, but instead he went as a prisoner! He could have written a long letter about that experience alone. Instead, he sums it all up as “the things which happened unto me.” The record of these things is given in Acts 21:17–28:31, and it begins with Paul’s illegal arrest in the temple in Jerusalem. The Jews thought he had desecrated their temple by bringing in Gentiles, and the Romans thought he was an Egyptian renegade who was on their “most-wanted” list. Paul became the focal point of both political and religious plotting and remained a prisoner in Caesarea for two years.
 Finally he was granted a trip across the Mediterranean, only to encounter a storm and be shipwrecked. When he finally arrived in Rome, he was incarcerated and virtually forgotten for two years. If we looked up “victim” in the dictionary, Paul’s picture should appear beside the word!

Prison for Paul must have been a very frustrating experience. He was a “type A” personality if there ever was one—and his goal was nothing less than the evangelization of the entire Gentile world! But he was locked up in Rome under house arrest.
 That was his disability at the time—he was not able to come and go as he pleased, pioneering new mission fields with the gospel of Christ.

At one time or another we have all dealt with disabilities—some temporary while others permanent—physical, financial, emotional, spiritual. Raymond Edman writes,

So much of life seems utterly meaningless, even miserable, without rhyme or reason, right or wrong, and justice, least of all. There is abundance everywhere of turmoil and trouble, tragedy and tears, inhumanity and injustice, sickness and sorrow, so that anyone without could reason that the universe is entirely unreasonable, a miserable mess, a ghastly joke. There is so much that just “happens,” no apparent plan nor purpose, only pathos, pain, and perplexity, loneliness instead of love, handicaps instead of help, false hopes instead of far horizons, pain instead of pleasure, inactivity instead of activity, sobs instead of song, four walls instead of four freedoms, darkness instead of daylight, futility instead of fulfillment: these happen to all of us.

There’s that word again: happen. And happenings is just another word for circumstances, those things that stand around us in life. Three times in the short letter to the Philippians Paul mentions his circumstances, which amount to being confined as a prisoner of Rome. Here he writes, “Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel.” Later he reiterates in Philippians 4:11, “I have learned to be content in whatever circumstances I am.” At the end of the same verse he concludes, “In any and every circumstance I have learned the secret of being filled and going hungry, both of having abundance and suffering need.” Three times he emphasizes how his circumstances do not determine his level of peace and joy.
 

How can a person think like that? The answer is neither difficult nor complicated—but it all depends on the question we ask ourselves. Either we ask, “Why did this have to happen to me?” Or we ask, “How has this resulted for some benefit God had in mind?”
 Where is the emphasis? In the first question it is on me; in the second it is on God and others.

Paul did not find his joy in ideal circumstances; he found his joy in winning others to Christ. And if his circumstances promoted the furtherance of the Gospel, that was all that mattered! The word “advance” means, “pioneer advance.” It is a Greek military term referring to the army engineers who go before the troops to open the way into new territory. Instead of finding himself confined as a prisoner, Paul discovered that his circumstances really opened up new areas of ministry.
 He had discovered that things happened to him in order that things should happen in him. And things happened in him so that things could happen through him.
 That is what he cares about: not his own comfort, but the advance of the gospel.

A Varying Reaction

Paul goes on to point out a varying reaction of others to his plight in verses 13-17,

As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ. Because of my chains, most of the brothers in the Lord have been encouraged to speak the word of God more courageously and fearlessly. It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of goodwill. The latter do so in love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel. The former preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am in chains. 

History records that there were about nine thousand men who comprised the imperial bodyguard in Rome. It is hard to imagine that a majority of these men heard about Paul’s imprisonment, but yet not impossible.
 After all, he was chained to a Roman soldier twenty-four hours a day. The shifts changed every six hours, which meant Paul could witness to at least four men each day! Imagine yourself as one of those soldiers, chained to a man who prayed continually, who was constantly interviewing people about their spiritual condition, and who was repeatedly writing letters to Christians and churches throughout the Empire! It was not long before some of these soldiers put their faith in Christ. Paul was able to get the Gospel into the elite Praetorian Guard, something he could not have done had he been a free man.

If you find yourself confined in a hospital bed or nursing home or even have medical care in your own home, you have an opportunity to reach the very ones who are providing your care! If you are going through a tough time at work, your employer and other employees are watching how you react, especially if your difficulties are not the results of your own doing. If a storm has damaged your house or car or other property, your neighbors will notice how you respond. 

Remember last week we considered how Paul and Silas responded to being disrespected by being falsely accused, wrongly arrested, and illegally beaten? Instead of moaning and groaning they were praying and praising God! And when the opportunity came to share the gospel, the Philippian jailer was all ears. Why? Because he had witnessed how Paul and Silas coped with adversity. I’m sure the same can be said here about the Praetorian Guard.

The response gets varied, though, when it comes to Paul’s fellow believers. For some, they were inspired by Paul’s example and proclaimed the Gospel without fear. By the way, that word “speak” does not mean, “preach.” Rather, it means “everyday conversation.”
 I’m sure that Paul’s situation was the talk around Rome. Many Christians defended Paul and told others the true reason why he was locked up.

Others, though, were irritated by Paul and tried to make life more difficult for him. Paul speaks of them in verse 17 (or verse 16 in the kjv; some manuscripts have the order of these two verses reversed) as preaching out of “selfish ambition.” The kjv uses the word “contention,” and here it means, “to canvass for office, to get people to support you.” Unfortunately, this kind of “church politics” is still seen today. And the people who practice it need to realize that they are hurting themselves, the church, and the cause of Christ.

Who were these people? Alternatives abound (more than I will go into this morning
), but I think we can safely say these were not heretics, such as the Judaizers who tried to mix grace and legalism. Paul consistently condemned such “preachers” as promoting a “false gospel.” They must have been Christians who bore no love for the apostle personally, who were anxious to see him remain in prison, and who intended to make that imprisonment as unpleasant as possible.

We’re tempted to do that today, aren’t we? News breaks about some adversity to affect a different preacher or church and we mutter under our breath, “Aw, too bad! Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy (or church)!” This displays an ugly envy or jealousy within us, or an inability to accept the success of someone else. We may not go out of our way to make their life miserable (as these folks were doing to Paul), but the same attitude persists. At which point we are no better.

When we are the ones coping with disabilities, understand that others will have varying reactions to us. Some will be wonderful and helpful and supportive. Others will be wondering what you did wrong to deserve this, or delighting in your misery (exposing their own miserable state), or will be just plain awful.

We cannot control how other people will act toward us, nor are we responsible for their words and deeds. How people respond to us in our adversity says a lot about them, not about us. We need to remind ourselves of this so that we do not carry unnecessary guilt or stress.

A Vivacious Rejoicing

Instead we see Paul’s response—a vivacious rejoicing—in verse 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.”
Wow! Paul did not let this get to him. I’m not saying that Paul didn’t have feelings, or that he feelings never got hurt. As Stuart Briscoe writes, 

Whatever we may think of Paul, he was no alabaster saint on a pedestal…. The real Paul had a temper that got heated and feelings that got hurt. He was no computerized theological machine churning out inspired writings, but a very warm human individual who needed as much love as the next man, and then some.

You can’t hurt a computer’s feelings or grieve a theological concept, but you can destroy a man. Paul was destructible, but he wasn’t destroyed. And it wasn’t for lack of somebody trying! The perspective that he had discovered allowed him to say that he didn’t really mind what happened to him so long as nothing happened to stop the gospel, because in his understanding the message preached mattered more than the man preaching, The church does not always give the impression that she believes this to be true. Personal feelings and prejudices are often allowed to take precedence over the effectiveness of evangelical witness.

Paul is hurt by the fact that these brethren reject some aspects of the gospel that he holds dear, but he has coped with that, too. He does not insist that they must dot his i’s and cross his t’s if they are to do the job. He admits that it is possible for Christ to be preached by people who disagree with him on some theological matters.

Let’s see if I can paraphrase what Paul is saying here:

So what if some preach with wrong motives? Some may be overly impressed with themselves and take unfair shots at me. Who cares? What really matters is this: Christ is being proclaimed…and that thought alone intensifies my joy! All the other stuff, I leave to God to handle.

To do otherwise is to clutter our minds with judgmental and borderline legalistic thoughts which become joy stealers. They rob us of a positive mind-set. And what happens then? We become petty, cranky, grim people who must have everyone poured into our mold before we are able to relax. It is important that we understand what is worth our passionate concern and what is not. Most things are not worth the trouble.
 

Paul displays a remarkably positive attitude in the midst of his impossible situation. Moreover, he indicates that this is a matter of his own choice: “In this I rejoice, yes, and I will rejoice.” Paul chose to have a positive attitude during his imprisonment, a fact that the joyous tone of his Philippian letter attests from beginning to end. Attitude makes all the difference in the world. Next to our salvation in Christ, our attitude is the most important thing we possess. Attitude is more important than circumstances, the past, money, successes, failures, our gifts, other’s opinions, even the “facts.” We all have a choice every day regarding the attitude with which we will embrace the day. It is up to us to make a positive volitional choice. A positive attitude, like Paul’s in prison, is a solid step toward success. 

One way to do that is to stop looking at ourselves and focus on others. Refusing the way of self-pity, Paul did not describe the effect of his disability upon himself but their effect upon others.
 We need to do the same. Our own comfort, our bruised feelings, our reputations, our misunderstood motives—all of these are insignificant in comparison with bringing others to Christ. As Christians, we are called upon to put the advance of the gospel at the very center of our aspirations.
 When we look on our circumstances as God-given opportunities for the furtherance of the Gospel, we rejoice at what God is going to do instead of complaining about what God did not do.
 It is amazing how shifting our focus away from ourselves and onto others changes our attitude!

You may find yourself in a situation far less than ideal. Not only has life become difficult and frustrating, it is growing increasingly more miserable by the day. Truth be told, life at this time for you may be borderline unbearable.

The great temptation is to allow that to embitter you—to turn you into someone who lives under a dark cloud, where doom and gloom characterize your outlook. Life is hard. You may live in a situation that resembles a house arrest. Perhaps you are out of commission for a time…or for the foreseeable future. You feel chained to your past, unable to escape restrictive circumstances. Maybe you’ve lived this way so long that negative thinking has become a habit. You can’t imagine thinking any other way.

I’ve got wonderful news: There is hope beyond your circumstances. You can live above them. If a man named Paul could live above his unbelievably trying circumstances, so can you. But Christ must become your central focus. He, alone, can empower you and teach you to live above the duress of adversity. Your external circumstances may not change, but deep within, you will. As Christ is allowed first place in your thoughts, changes will occur. Those changes will be evident to your mate, your children, your friends, and your co-workers. Instead of seeing yourself as a victim, you will begin to realize a strength that is not your own. The result? You will make a difference because of the way you respond to the circumstances that once defeated you. To the people closest to you, your joy despite your circumstances will be nothing short of heroic.
 And it will make your own life not only bearable, but worthwhile.
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