JOYFUL LIVING IN A GRUMPY WORLD

#3 Remain Optimistic No Matter What
February 5th, 2012 - Philippians 1:12-18
A man was given a prison sentence, resulting from a contempt of court citation. While in prison, he didn't complain. Instead, he became an assistant in the kitchen. While there, he continued to work on an idea. In the process he discovered a method for vulcanizing rubber. Charles Goodyear had an optimistic attitude in spite of his situation. Gods Word challenges us to Remain Optimistic No Matter What life may throw our way. 
Let’s read Philippians 1:12-18: 12 Now I want you to know, brothers that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel. 13 As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard] and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ.  14 Because of my chains, most of the brothers in the Lord have been encouraged to speak the word of God more courageously and fearlessly.  15 It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of goodwill. 16 The latter do so in love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel. 17 The former preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am in chains. 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. 
Paul is in prison awaiting trial to be executed for his faith in Christ. During this two year period in Rome he is chained to a guard 24 hours a day. Paul does mention some very difficult things that are going on in his life; unpleasant circumstances, unreasonable people, & his uncertain future. God was able to use those difficult things    in a very positive way. In spite of all that is going on he says…because of this I rejoice. Paul stays optimistic.
There is a little saying that contains a big truth: When hard times come, keep your eye on the doughnut and not on the hole. Think about that for a moment. A doughnut has two parts—the fried dough and the hole. You’ve got a choice of which one will attract our attention. You can focus on what you’ve got or on what you lack. We are challenged to remain optimistic in unpleasant circumstances & with unpleasant people:
OPTIMISM DURING UNPLEASANT CIRCUMSTANCES!
We cannot control our circumstances but we can control our response to them:    Verse 12-13: Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel.  As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ. It is hard to imagine what it was like to be in Paul's situation. We don't have to despair in unpleasant circumstances. We don't have to withdraw. These are choices we make. Whether a difficult circumstance defeats us or deepens us depends on how we respond to it.
The word translated advance was used of wood cutters who go before an army, clearing a way through the underbrush so that the army can march forward unimpeded. Paul is saying: All these things that have happened       to me have resulted in clearing the way so that the gospel might be preached more effectively. That’s optimism.        We don’t usually think or respond this way. Many see trials and difficulties as an obstacle. Not so with Paul.        His imprisonment is actually an avenue for the gospel to be presented in previously impenetrable areas.
The palace guard was made up of elite, hand-chosen highly-trained soldiers. They were there primarily to protect the Emperor. At times there were between 10,000 and 16,000 of these troops stationed in Rome. They received double what other soldiers were paid. With time they became a powerful political force in Rome, with some serving in the Roman Senate.  If you think about it, how else could Paul reach this group of people?  Paul was bound to one of these men with a short length of chain on his wrist 24 hours a day. Every four hours the guard would change.  Paul had a captive audience.  He had six different guards each day.  I'm sure some of the guards were harsh, some were friendly. Paul realized that he was not only chained to soldiers but they were chained to him! His witness was effective, because the gospel of Jesus Christ was known throughout the whole Praetorian Guard. We can only assume (since he sends greetings from those in Caesar's household. Philippians 4:22) that the gospel had even worked its way into the Emperor's home. I’m not saying everyone became a believer but some did come to faith. 
An athlete was blinded in a boxing accident at age sixteen. The social workers told him to learn Braille, stay home, accept the fact that he would be dependent on others for the rest of his life. But Morris Frank fought to regain his independence. The result was the development of The Seeing Eye, the organization that trains Seeing-eye dogs for the blind. He and his dog, Buddy, traveled thousands of miles throughout the United States carrying the message of hope to blind people and demonstrating to the public the value of a dog guide. In 1978 he became the first person to reach 50 years as a Seeing Eye dog user. On the 50th anniversary of the founding of the school, the U.S. issued a commemorative stamp in honor of The Seeing Eye. Over 15,000 dogs have helped over 8,000 people. Only rarely are we the masters of events, but along with those who help us we are responsible for our reactions. Events give us pain or joy, but our growth is determined by our response to both. To what do you feel chained to right now?       The chain that we wear does not mean God has turned away from us. Faithful people sometimes are asked to    endure the chains of life. Paul could have become bitter or discouraged but he responded with optimism.
See these as opportunities for others to rise up with courage: Verse 14: Because of my chains, most of the brothers in the Lord have been encouraged to speak the word of God more courageously and fearlessly. By giving the gospel to the guards, fellow Christians gained courage. If Paul could do it, why couldn’t they?  Courage is contagious.  When you’re courageous, others are inspired by your courage. When you choose to trust God in a trying circumstance, others see your faith and are encouraged by it. Faith can be caught. Our example can be more encouraging than anything we say.  People want to see someone living out the Christian life!
We need to be a living example of the difference that Jesus can make in a human life. And when they see it, they are encouraged that they can live it out as well. They become bold, because you are bold. You can be an encouragement to Christians as well as a witness to non-Christians. A church experiences a crisis and people rally together and work through the crisis. A person contracts a disease and others rally around with practical expressions of love. The attitude of the person suffering inspires others.  A church faces persecution in a communist country and when the curtain of persecution is lifted we see that the church is strong and growing. People had to make a real choice; they can't sit on the fence. Faith is backed up with courage. Where could you use more courage in your Christian life? 
It’s tough to find someone who is really courageous today. Reminds me of the woman and her husband who had to interrupt their vacation to go to a dentist. The wife was in a hurry and said to the dentist: I want a tooth pulled, and I don’t want Novocain because I’m in a big hurry. Just extract the tooth as quickly as possible, and we’ll be on our way. The dentist was impressed: You’re certainly a courageous woman. Which tooth is it? The woman turned to her husband: Show him your tooth, dear. It’s easy to expect others to be courageous, as long as we don’t have to be. Discouragement spreads with deadly swiftness but courage is also contagious, isn’t it? A man stopped to help after witnessing a terrible car accident. The man looked up at him through eyes of terrible pain: Do you know Jesus Christ as your Savior? I’m going to meet Him soon. If you were in my place, would you be going to meet Jesus? That courageous witness was enough for that man to explore the Christian faith, and eventually became a believer.      The man who shared his faith did not survive the accident.  Nothing ever just “happens” without a reason. 
God wants us to see everything in light of his purposes by looking at life through the glasses of the gospel. We could call this the fortune of misfortune. It may be helpful for us to ask this question: How will this trial or difficulty that I’m going through right now position me to present the gospel to someone? That’s a pretty radical thought, isn’t it? This is really the doctrine of God’s providence. God orders all things, the good and the bad, for our ultimate good and for His untarnished glory.  It is our natural response to feel sorry for ourselves. It is natural for us to wonder, "Why me?" But we can CHOOSE to be optimistic. We can choose to trust the Sovereign hand of God even when we don't see clearly. We can choose to believe that God is indeed working for the good even though the evidence seems misleading. It won't remove the pain but it will enable us to live optimistically in spite of it.
A man rented a car and set out across Texas. A truck pulling a horse trailer swerved and collided with him. He waited over a month before trying to collect damages from his insurance company. When he did call, the lawyer said: You cannot claim injuries now; and according to the police report, at the time of the accident, you said you were not hurt. Man explained: I was lying on the road in agony when I heard someone say the horse had a broken leg. The next thing I know a Texas Ranger pulls out his gun and shoots the horse. What was I supposed to say when he asked me: Are you okay?  How about Jesus loves you?  What are you chained to this morning? Are you chained to an imperfect body or declining health? Are you chained to a job that has no future? Are you chained to loneliness or grief or despair? Fill in the blank and ask: How can God use this to advance the gospel? 
OPTIMISM WITH UNREASONABLE PEOPLE!
People May Disappoint Us But God Never Will: Verses 15-18: 15 It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of goodwill. 16 The latter do so in love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel. 17 The former preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am in chains. Paul is speaking about unreasonable people: Other ministers are criticizing me while I am in prison. There are some people who are envious of me, who see themselves as rivals, competitors in preaching the gospel. What happens when people become envious of someone else? They usually try to tear them down. They point out all the negative things they can about that person, thinking that by pulling them down, they’re building themselves up. People will disappoint us but God never will.
Billy Graham has one of the most spotless reputations of our time. Books have been written about his life & ministry, & investigative reporters have tried to find anything they could to criticize him. They looked into his finances, into his marriage, into every facet of his life, but they really weren’t able to find much to condemn. 
When Billy Graham went on crusades, he sent people ahead to check out his hotel accommodations to make sure no woman had been planted there so that tabloid photographers could take his picture with her & spread malicious gossip. But in spite of the precautions, during a crusade in Paris, France, a newspaper headline proclaimed: Billy Graham spends night with woman other than his wife. They claimed that the hotel registry showed that a woman was registered & spent the night with him in his hotel room. They even printed her name, Beverly Shea. His soloist & best friend is George Beverly Shea. In their effort to defame him, the tabloids had made a big mistake. 

Now it is important that we recognize that sometimes we are those unreasonable people. We see it in the church.     Some dig in their heels and refuses to make the changes necessary for advancing the gospel. They withhold their support. They talk constantly of all the problems in their church. They do not have the best interests of the kingdom in mind.  We see it in communities. Churches compete rather than cooperate. They want to be the best church and find themselves often celebrating and broadcasting the weaknesses of other churches. On the outside they profess unity but every chance they have they underscore how inferior are the other churches. We see it in relationships.     We are real good at raining on someone's parade.  Someone has a great experience and we are quick to point out the problems. Someone has a great opportunity and we seek to steal their joy with comments such as: It must be nice to have money, to have rich relatives, to not have to work like the rest of us, to have a relative that gives you an edge. 
One constant in life is that people are disappointing.  People don’t live up to our expectations of behavior. So often we become disillusioned with people because we have illusions about them. While it is true that we all know that people will disappoint us, we are always a little shocked when it happens. I suppose that we hope that this time it will be different. The Penn State scandal last year and the firing of Joe Paterno shocked millions. When we discover that it isn’t, it can be very discouraging. This is something we must guard against. If we want something to steal our optimism quicker than anything else, just let other people begin to criticize you. We must never make the mistake of putting our faith in people above our relationship with Jesus Christ.  That doesn’t mean that we can trust some people–– we can.  How does knowing God will not disappoint us affect the way we handle disappointing people?
If we anchor our joy to the behavior of others, we will ride a roller coaster all our life. People are inconsistent. We want to live godly lives, but sometimes we act more like the world than we do Jesus. Look to Jesus for our worth. We must have a relationship with the Lord that will still be strong even if the entire world turns against us. The best example of all was a man who spent His life trying to help others. In return He was despised and rejected. He spoke of love and was tortured and executed.  He extended forgiveness to His attackers even as He was nailed to a cross. People will disappoint us but God never will. He proved it at Calvary and if you give Him a chance He will prove it in our life. Trust God rather than others and we will be optimistic even when people disappoint us.
Keep Focused on The Big Picture Not People: Verse 18:  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.  Paul said he wasn't going to let anybody steal his optimism.  Not circumstances or critics. He said their motives may be wrong, their style may be wrong, but if the message is getting out, so what? It’s all about the kingdom of God. It’s all about Jesus and His glory not ours. Paul kept focused on the big picture. How many arguments in marriage are over little things that really don't matter? How about the church of Jesus Christ? It’s about Jesus not us!
We can’t allow ourselves to be pulled down into the same worldly way of thinking and acting just because some people choose to be unreasonable. Satan, the world and our flesh want us to focus, not on what really matters, but on the multitude of small annoyances that the inconsistencies of people focus on. Many times like in Paul’s day these are genuine Christians who are falling short of the mark like we all do. So it seems that Paul cut them some slack. We should do the same with others as well. Cut them some slack both inside and outside the church.
Rabbi Michael Weisser lived in Lincoln, Nebraska. For more than 3 years, Larry Trapp, a self-proclaimed Nazi & Ku Klux Klansman, directed a torrent of hate-filled mailings & phone calls toward him. Trapp promoted white supremacy, anti-Semitism, & other messages of prejudice.  One day Rabbi Weisser found out that Trapp was           a 42-year-old clinically blind, double amputee. He became convinced that Trapp’s own physical helplessness was a source of the bitterness he expressed. So Rabbi Weisser decided to do the unexpected. He left a message on Trapp’s answering machine, telling him of another side of life…a life free of hatred & racism. Rabbi Weisser said: I called 10 times & left messages before he finally picked up the phone & asked me why I was harassing him. I said that I’d like to help him. I offered him a ride to the grocery store or to the mall. Trapp was stunned. He later admitted, through tears, that he heard in the rabbi’s voice, something I hadn’t experienced in years. It was love. Slowly the bitter man began to soften. One night he called the Weissers & said he wanted out, but didn’t know how. They grabbed a bucket of fried chicken & took him dinner. Before long they made a trade: in return for their love he gave them his swastika rings, hate tracts, & Klan robes. That same day Trapp gave up his Ku Klux Klan recruiting job & dumped the rest of his propaganda in the trash. He confessed:  They showed me so much love that I couldn’t help but love them back. That’s what happens when optimists keep focused on the big picture of Christ and the Gospel! 

Is there someone in your life that is taking your focus off of Jesus Christ and the kingdom of God?  The believer who learns to remain optimistic no matter what, will see the level of their frustration decrease. The way you look at people will change. The way you look at situations will change. I heard of a man who was passing by a table in a local restaurant, where a gentleman who was to be celebrating his 100th birthday the following week was eating with some of his family. He stopped and said to him: You’re out celebrating a little early, aren’t you? He replied:  At my age, son, every day is a celebration!  Remain optimistic no matter what and you will be a blessing.  AMEN!
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