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A few weeks ago, something happened to me what hasn’t happened in a while. I faced a 
moment of despair, a moment of good, old-fashioned, discouragement. Now it was really 
strange, because this despair came to me out of the blue. Things are going fairly well here at 
the church. We have our issues, but we are growing so that’s good. Kelley and I had just 
returned from a pastor’s retreat. We were excited about leaning into everything that God has 
for us that was good. I was looking forward to what I got to preach about that week. But when I 
got up on Thursday (which is sermon day) and started telling Kelley about some of the issues 
I’m working on and about the sermon, I just got really, really, discouraged. 
 
Now on the one hand I knew I didn’t really have anything to be discouraged about. I knew it 
was kind of silly, and I told Kelley that. But on the other hand, I just couldn’t seem to shake it. 
Everything I thought about just had this dark edge to it. I felt like “What’s the use? Why 
breathe? You’re just going to have to breathe again!” I really felt that way! After a few hours, I 
climbed out of it, but I was really tempted to despair. 
 
Let me ask you a question today: Have you ever felt that way? Have you ever been tempted to 
despair? I think there are times when we’re all tempted to despair. Well, all of us but Gilbert! 
Gilbert is always happy! I think if he ever stopped smiling, the earth would shift off its axis or 
something. 
 
I think there are times when we are all tempted to despair. We look at that our circumstances,  
and we conclude that the only reasonable response is to give up. Maybe you’re a small business 
owner, and you’ve been pushing so hard for so long that you are teetering on the edge of 
burnout. Then you get a piece of bad news, and you just want to throw in the towel. Maybe 
you’re raising a family and things are just not going the way you feel like they should go. Maybe 
you have a child that’s out of control, and you want to give up. Maybe you have a job that is 
just crushing your soul, and it’s drudgery to get up and go to work every day. Maybe you’re 
struggling through problems with your spouse or maybe you’re trying to find a spouse! Or 
maybe life is just hard right now. Whatever it is, we all face times when we struggle with 
despair. 
 
So what do we do when we face those times? What do we do when we want to give up? Well 
today, we are going to look at a passage that, I believe, gives us the antidote to despair. Today 
we are going to look at a passage that is all about the topic of gratitude. 
 
Actually today, we are going to start a new sermon series called “The Choice.” It’s a study of the 
first two chapters of the New Testament book of Philippians. The series is called “The Choice,” 
because as I studied I found that again and again and again in Philippians 1-2, Paul was making 
a series of choices that led him and, I believe, will lead us to joy. So over the next seven weeks  



we’re going to look at these seven choices one at a time. As we do this, we’re going to look at 
important issues, like choosing courage, choosing humility, choosing the gospel. 
 
I want to highlight a couple of special times that we are going to have in this series. First on the 
first Sunday of November, we are going to look at a passage about choosing to live, and we’re 
actually going to talk about the issue of suicide. I’ve never heard or preached a sermon about 
suicide, but it’s an issue that I know has touched many of us in many different ways. So let me 
encourage you, if you have a friend or loved one who has been impacted by that issue in one 
way or another, to invite them on November 3. Then second on November 23, the Sunday 
before Thanksgiving, we’re going to have a special time of worship, as we look at the choice 
Jesus made for us. 
 
Today we are going to look at a passage that helps us make the choice  between despair and 
gratitude. As we look at that passage today, we’re going to do two things: 
   1. We’re going to look at our ability to make that choice. 
   2. We’re going to look at three factors that help us choose gratitude. 
 
Let me invite you to turn in your Bibles to the book of Philippians 1:1. We’re not going to fix all 
your circumstances today. We’re not going to remove every temptation to despair. We are 
going to look at the choice and see three factors that help us to be grateful, so let’s read 
Philippians 1:1-8. Paul is writing to the church at Philippi, a church he had founded some ten or 
twelve years earlier. Here’s what he says: 
 
Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together 
with the overseers and deacons: Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ.  
I thank my God every time I remember you. In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy 
because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, being confident of this, 
that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.  
It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart; for whether I am 
in chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all of you share in God’s grace with me. God 
can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus. 
- Philippians 1:1-8 
 
So when life is hard, do we live in gratitude or despair? The first thing I want to talk about this 
morning is our ability to make that choice, so my first point today is this: 
 
We can choose gratitude over despair. 
 
We can! We can choose gratitude over despair. We can choose gratitude over gloom, gratitude 
over grumbling, gratitude over griping. You want me to keep going? We can choose gratitude! 
 
Now sometimes it doesn’t seem like we have much of a choice. Sometimes, we look at our 
circumstances, and they just look bad. Sometimes you hate your job, and no matter what you 



do, you honestly can’t get off that gerbil wheel and find a better one. Sometimes, it’s just not 
there. Sometimes, the relationship won’t come right, no matter what you do. Sometimes, the 
sickness isn’t going to get healed this side of eternity. Sometimes, those waves of grief don’t let 
up. They just keep on coming. Sometimes, our circumstances just aren’t going to change for the 
better and, as much as we would like to, we can’t choose “easy.” We can’t choose justice. We 
can’t choose healing. But listen, we can always choose grateful. 
 
I’m not saying choosing grateful will fix everything. I’m not saying you can just wish away your 
grief. If you’re clinically depressed, I’m not saying that one little decision is going to fix 
everything for you. There are physical factors at play. True depression is far more about what 
happens in your body than it is about the way you feel. OK, so I’m not saying you can just 
choose to make all your sadness go away, but you can actually choose gratitude. Today. Now. 
You can choose to be grateful. 
 
As evidence of that, I give you the Apostle Paul. Paul made a deliberate choice to be grateful. 
He chose gratitude, and there’s no place that we see this more than in the book of Philippians!  
Let me show you what I mean. Look at how Paul starts this letter to the Philippians. In verses 1-
2, he gives a kind of standard-ish Pauline greeting: 
 
Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together 
with the overseers and deacons.  
- Philippians 1:1 
 
He lists who the letter is to and from, Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus. Notice Paul is 
writing to both the church members,  called saints, and to the leadership of the church, the 
overseers or elders and deacons. Those are the two biblical offices of church leadership, elders 
and deacons. Just so you know, our long-term plan is to have both of those at Perry Creek. So 
he identifies who the letter is to and who it’s from. Then in verse 2, he gives them his standard 
greeting:  
 
Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  
- Philippians 1:2 
 
Now look at verse 3. Here’s where the content of his letter really starts: 
 
I thank my God every time I remember you. 
- Philippians 1:3 
 
“I thank my God.” Paul is grateful. By the way, that’s not just some throw-away opening line. If 
you keep reading, you can see that gratitude flows throughout the entire letter of Philippians. 
Paul is grateful. In our passage, he says “I always pray for you with joy.” Verse 5: “I’m confident 
in God.”  Verse 7 “I have you in my heart.” He’s grateful in this passage. 
 



As we read the letter of Philippians, that gratitude runs throughout the whole thing. Paul is 
grateful. He gives thanks for everything in Philippians. He gives thanks for the Philippians. He 
gives thanks for the spread of the gospel. He gives thanks for Timothy, thanks for Epaphroditus.  
Paul even gives thanks for the guys who are resisting his ministry and trying to make him look 
bad! 
 
Paul is choosing gratitude! He chooses it again and again and again. Here’s the thing you have 
to know if you’re really going to appreciate Philippians: Paul’s gratitude was a choice. It was a 
deliberate choice. Because by human standards, the vast majority of Paul’s circumstances,  
almost everything around him when he wrote Philippians, should have led him not to gratitude 
but to despair. 
 
You would never know it from the tone of the letter. The letter is so upbeat that when you read 
it you’re like “Paul, where did you write this? From Disneyland? A carnival cruise?” “Rejoice in 
the Lord always. I say it again, rejoice!” The letter is so upbeat! But Paul’s circumstances were 
anything but upbeat. 
 
Where did he write this letter from? Does anyone know? Prison. Here’s the thing: This was 
Paul’s third trip to prison. When Paul first came to Philippi in about AD50, things were going 
pretty good for him. There was persecution, but his ministry was flourishing. But by the time he 
wrote Philippians 12 years later, he had been through the ringer! Five times the Jews had 
literally beaten him within an inch of his life. Three times the Romans had beaten him with 
clubs. He had been stoned and left for dead. He had been shipwrecked. When Paul writes this 
letter, he’s in Rome and on trial for his life. 
 
In addition to this, Paul has problems in the churches he had planted. Corinth was worldly.  
Colossae was struggling with heresy, and the churches in Galatia were departing from the 
gospel. He had these Judaizers that would follow him everywhere he went and try to discredit 
him. All that had to be discouraging. There had to be times when Paul wondered how good he 
really was at being an Apostle. 
 
It reminds me of an interview I heard on a morning radio talks how one time the DJ was 
interviewing the Gangsta Rapper “50 cent,” fitty (that’s what we cool people call him). Fitty was 
kind of bragging and telling the DJ what a tough gangster he was and how he’d been shot nine 
times when he was dealing drugs. The DJ’s response cracked me up. The morning show guy just 
said “Well if you’ve been shot nine times, I have to ask: did it ever occur to you that maybe you 
just weren’t very good at being a criminal?” 
 
Cracked me up! But you know there were probably times when Paul felt like that! Times when 
he didn’t feel like he wasn’t very good at being an Apostle! He was constantly suffering, his 
churches were in disarray, people criticized him everywhere he went. 
 



Paul’s circumstances were discouraging! To be honest, far more discouraging than anything any 
of us are experiencing. Some of you, you have it rough. You really do. But not like Paul. His 
circumstances had to tempt him to despair. 
 
But how does he start his letter? “Woe is me?” No. “I think I’ll quit?” No. He starts it “I thank 
my God every time I remember you.” Paul chooses to be grateful. That’s how he responds to his 
challenging circumstances. 
 
We can choose to be grateful, too. We can choose gratitude over despair. So how do we do 
that? How do we choose gratitude? Well, there are lots of things that we are going to see as we 
go through Philippians that can help us choose gratitude. But in this introductory passage Paul 
kind of hints at three of them.  
 
Three factors that help us choose gratitude 
 
There are three factors, three realizations, that can help us engage our gratitude rather than 
engaging our despair. Three factors that can help us choose gratitude. By the way, this is where 
the neon 3x5 cards in your chairs come in. You thought they were going to be pledge cards, 
since I talked about money earlier didn’t you? Just kidding. They’re not pledge cards. They’re 
“gratitude cards.” Here’s what I want you to do with them. At the top of the card, I want you to 
write this: “Three Reasons I can choose gratitude over despair from Philippians 1:3-8.” 
 
Write that at the top. Then I want you to write each of our next three points on there. There 
are pens in the connection card holders, if you need one. Then I want you to put that card 
wherever you are most tempted to despair. Put it in your desk drawer, if work is your 
challenging place. Put it by your medicine cabinet, if health is your challenge. Have your spouse 
tape it on their forehead. Just kidding. Just put it where it will do some good. But seriously at 
the top, write “Three reasons I can choose gratitude over despair. ” Here’s reason #1. I can 
choose gratitude because:  
 
1. I am part of something much bigger than my challenging circumstances  
 
There’s more going on in your life than just the thing that’s dragging you down right now, a 
whole lot more! Although it’s sometimes hard to see, it what is going on at the spiritual/church 
level is often more important in the long run than what’s dragging us down! You’re a part of 
something much bigger than your circumstances. Let me show you what I mean. Look at verses 
3-5. Here’s how Paul starts Philippians:  
 
I thank my God every time I remember you. In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy 
(Why? Why is Paul thankful? Why is he joyful?) because of your partnership in the gospel from 
the first day until now, 
- Philippians 1:3-5 
 



Paul is grateful and joyful because of the Philippians partnership in the gospel! The word Paul 
uses for “partnership” is koinonia. It’s an amazing word. It means to share something, to have 
fellowship with someone in certain way. It’s actually the word that’s translated “communion” in 
the New Testament, because in Communion we have a koinonia, a sharing, a fellowship, a 
partnership in the body of Christ. 
 
When Paul uses this term and calls the Philippians “partners in the gospel” here, he’s not just 
referring to the fact that they believed/received the gospel. He’s talking about their partnership 
in spreading the gospel, their financial partnership, their giving, their service, their work for the 
gospel and their prayers. He’s talking about their mutual relationship with him and his ministry. 
 
If you read the book of Philippians, you can tell that the actual occasion of the letter was that 
the Philippians had sent a financial gift delivered by Epaphroditus to Paul while he was in 
prison. That was crucial, because when you were a prisoner in New Testament times the Roman 
government didn’t feed you. You had to source your own food and supplies. So the Philippians 
were giving to Paul. Notice that Paul doesn’t call them “donors” or “givers.” He calls them 
partners. He says “They were partners from the beginning, from the very first day.” 
 
The church at Philippi was an amazing little church. In some ways, they remind me of Perry 
Creek because they were like their own thing. They were unique. To begin with, they were 
diverse. If you read the story in Acts 16, here was the core group of the church at Philippi: A rich 
Jewish businesswoman named Lydia, a demon possessed slave girl, and a Roman prison guard. 
That’s it! There were probably others but, that’s everyone mentioned in Acts 16. I’m not sure 
the Pillar Network would have let Paul launch his church with that! 
 
They were their own thing. They met at Lydia’s house. She seems to have had money, but 
overall Paul says the Philippians were actually quite poor. They were a different church. But you 
know what? Paul loved that church. They were his favorite. 
 
They were poor. They were persecuted. They weren’t the beautiful people of the world, but 
they were generous. They knew how to serve. They knew how to love, and they were the only 
church that supported Paul’s work from the beginning. When the Christians in Jerusalem 
experienced a severe famine, Paul tells us the Philippians gave “beyond their ability.” When 
Paul went to the rich city of Corinth to plant a church, he specifically tells us that the poor 
Philippians paid the bill. He holds them up as an example to the other churches. 
 
He calls them partners here. The idea is that through their generosity, through their faithful 
service, they’re partnering with Paul. So that when he does something, they are doing it. When 
Paul ministered in Corinth, they were ministering in Corinth. When Paul planted a church in 
Ephesus, they were planting a church. When Paul defended the gospel from false teachers, they 
defended the gospel. When Paul went to Rome to represent the gospel before Caesar, they 
were representing the gospel before Caesar. They were partners, and through their partnership 
through, their generosity, and prayer, and service, they were part of something much bigger 
than themselves.  



 
Can you imagine meeting people in eternity and being able to say “I was part of the church that 
supported Paul from the beginning?” Do you think you would regret one penny, one day of 
service, do you think you would regret a single hour of the prayer you put into his ministry?  
 
Paul is grateful for them. They can be grateful, because they are part of something much bigger 
than themselves. Here’s the deal for us. Please hear me today. I know that, like the Philippians,   
for some of you, life is tough right now. Your circumstances on the job, or in a relationship, or at 
home are demanding. They can seem overwhelming. It can tempt us to despair. But you know 
what? That’s not all there is to your life! 
 
You are a part of something much, much bigger than your job, bigger than your possessions,  
bigger than your health, even bigger than your family. If you are a member of the Church at 
Perry Creek, if you participate with us in our giving, and our prayers, and our serving, you are a 
partner in the gospel, and you’ve done amazing things!  
 
We’re just a little church. In the last couple of years, here are a few things you’ve had a part of:  
one family in Honduras has a safe, clean place to live because of you. Likewise three families in 
Mexico have a home to live in because of you. AIDS orphans in Zimbabwe are being discipled 
and taught how to take care of the earth and feed a family and farm sustainably because of 
you. This year, you helped plant 1,500 avocado trees in Zimbabwe. 
 
It’s not just what you did over there. Five months ago you helped a River Bend family put a 
deposit down on an apartment, so that they had a stable place to live. One month ago you 
helped build a counseling center for spiritual care support ministry in Virginia. Two weeks ago,  
you didn’t even know it, but you supported a family that had a domestic crisis and paid for 
them to find a safe place to stay. In one week, you are going to help turn the hearts of fathers 
toward their children as we run All Pro Dads here at River Bend. In addition to all of this, you 
are raising up guys like John Maiden and Gilbert Imbiri and Frank Gossett for ministry. If you’re 
praying, and giving, and serving here at Perry Creek, you are partners with them. You have a 
piece of everything they do in ministry. I don’t say this to be all “Rah, rah, Perry Creek.” I really 
don’t, but you shouldn’t forget that you are partners in everything that we do  
 
Next time you struggle, next time you feel down, remind yourself of what Paul reminds the 
Philippians of right here. You are a part of something much bigger than your challenging 
circumstances. You are partners in the gospel. I am part of something much bigger than my 
challenging circumstances. Now the second thing I want you to write on your card is this: 
 
2. I am not alone. God is working on and through me. 
 
Look at what Paul says in verse 6. Here’s the second reason he’s grateful: 
 
being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until 
the day of Christ Jesus.  



- Philippians 1:6 
 
Paul was grateful. He was joyful. He was optimistic, because he knew that the Philippians 
weren’t alone in this. The church at Philippi had a lot of circumstances that challenged and 
stretched them, a lot of things that made following Jesus more difficult. But Paul is so upbeat 
about their walk of faith. We might say to Paul “Paul, can’t you see their challenges?” 
“Can’t you see that they’re poor?” Paul would say “I know that.”  
“Can’t you see that their diversity brings challenges?” “I know that.”  
“Can’t you see that they are suffering?” “I know that.”  
“Can’t you see that they are persecuted?” “I know that” 
 
So why are you so grateful? Why are you so joyful so confident? “Because they’re not alone. 
God is working on them and through them. God started this, and he’s going to finish it. He who 
began a good work in you, will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.” 
 
Paul knew, like no one else knew, that God had started the work at Philippi. It’s interesting. I 
was reading in Acts this week the story of Paul planting the Philippian church. I don’t know if 
you know this, but Paul did not initially want to go to Philippi. Did you know that? First, he 
wanted to go to Asia, but Acts says “The Holy Spirit wouldn’t let him.” Then, he wanted to go to 
Bythinia, but the Holy Spirit forbad them from doing that. So Paul didn’t know what to do, and 
then God sent a vision of a Macedonian man saying “Come and help us.” That’s why Paul went 
to Philippi. 
 
I think Paul would day “Look, if God cares about you Philippians so much that he would close 
two doors and send a vision to get me to come to you, then I think we can trust that he will see 
you and your spiritual journey through to the end!” God is the one that started this, and he’s 
going to finish it. 
 
If you’re discouraged today, if you are tempted to despair, if you’re burnt out, if you’re 
struggling, if you’re not sure you’re doing it right and you’re wondering “Am I going to be make 
it through this?” I would just say this: You’re not alone. You’re not alone. The God of the 
universe, the same God that called Paul to himself out of his blasphemy and persecution of the 
church, the same God that closed two doors and sent a vision to call the Philippians to himself 
that’s the God that’s with you. The God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, the God of angel 
armies, the God who raised Jesus from the dead, is working on you and through you. 
 
Sometimes you may want to go back to what you were before he called you, but you can’t go 
back. He’s changed you. You’re not the same. He started it when he called you to himself, and 
he’s going to finish it. He’s going to see to it that the most important thing in your life is 
accomplished. He’s going to use the stress and the pressure and the circumstances that tempt 
you to despair to develop the character and faith that he wants you to have. You’re not alone. 
 



I can choose gratitude over despair because (1) I am part of something much bigger than my 
challenging circumstances, and (2) I am not alone. God is working on and through me. Now the 
last thing I want you to write on your card today is very simple. I can choose gratitude because: 
 
3. I am a valued part of a loving church community. 
 
Look at verses 7-8. This is the last reason Paul gives that he is grateful: 
 
It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart; for whether I am 
in chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all of you share in God’s grace with me. God 
can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus 
- Philippians 1:7-8 
 
Now the word order of the phrases is a little bit unusual. These are actually difficult verses to 
translate, but Paul’s basic message is quite clear. He is grateful, because he loves the Philippians 
and they love him. He says he’s right to be grateful, because he has the Philippians in his heart 
and he knows that whether he stays in prison or whether he is released to defend and confirm 
the gospel, they are going to love each other. 
 
Again, Paul is reminding us that we can be encouraged, because we are not in this alone as we 
walk with Christ. Not only is the sovereign God overseeing your life and my life, not only do we 
have him to watch over us, but we have our brothers and sisters in Christ to walk alongside of 
us. 
 
Can I just say that to each of you as you struggle, as you wrestle, as you are tempted to be 
discouraged, you’re not alone. You are a valued part of a loving church community. You have or 
could have here at Perry Creek a Small Group of people that love and care for you, a Pastoral 
staff that will counsel you and a congregation of people that are cheering you on! We don’t 
have all the answers, but we have you in our hearts.  
 
And love makes us grateful. How can we choose gratitude over despair? By recognizing three 
things: 
   1. I am part of something much bigger than my circumstances. 
   2. I am not alone. God is working on me and through me. 
   3. I am a valued part of a loving church community. 


