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SERMON: DECEMBER 6 2020 

ADVENT 2 : JOY IN THE MIDST OF ADVERSITY 

 

Philippians 4:4-9  

 “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I say rejoice!”  Sometimes when I hear these words I 

find myself singing a  familiar chorus  which we sang as a round  at church camps rings 

out in my mind. It brings back happy memories and I sing it whole-heartedly. 

At other times when I hear those words they jar – and I ask: How can I rejoice in the bad 

things and the dark things that happen in life to me or anyone else? How can we rejoice 

in adversity? Isn’t it insensitive? doesn’t it disrespect  people’s real suffering?  Isn’t it 

taking the bad and hurtful things that people do to each other as if they don’t really 

matter?  

But is this really what Paul is asking us to do?  What does this mean in this Advent time 

of getting ready for the arrival of Christ as the baby in Bethlehem and for the return of  

Christ in glory?  

 

David Adam was a choir boy in England. Whenever he hears the words “Rejoice in the 

Lord always; again I say rejoice!” it takes him back to a time when he was scared.  



2 
 

It was night and time for choir practice. Being the new boy,  he had heard that the older 

boys were waiting to catch him and throw him into the giant holly bush with all its sharp 

cutting prickles.  

David waited until everyone had gone inside. Then he edged up through the churchyard 

and its tombstones in the dark. It was scary as his imagination worked over time.  He 

jumped at every sound and shadow. In the dark among the tombs, the world was a 

fearful place for a young boy. 

 

But then he finally entered the church and saw the light down the aisle in the choir stalls 

at the far end of the church. It was sheer relief to come into the light and join the others. 

It was December and they practised the great Advent hymn “O come, O come 

Emmanuel” and the anthem for the next Sunday “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I say 

rejoice!”  They sang it over and over so that he soon knew it by heart. It seemed to enter 

his life  - As an adult the words and music stayed with him. 

Indeed words of the carol– O come , O come Emmanuel….. disperse the gloomy clouds 

of night and death’s dark shadows put to flight….. …. Rejoice, rejoice Emmanuel shall 

come to thee O Israel… is  the good news of Advent.   

Today is the second Sunday of this Advent season. Last week I invited you into this 

season as one of joyful celebration. I quoted the desert father who said  “Joy is the echo 

of God’s life in us” “Joy is the echo of God’s life in us” .   

I am using the book The Echo of God by David Adam as the basis of our reflections  

and  today  we are  reflecting upon St Paul’s words to the Philippians which begin, 

“Rejoice in the Lord always; again I say rejoice!”   

Paul wrote these words when he was in prison under the death sentence. In fact trouble 

and danger came constantly to Paul as Christ’s apostle. In his letters Paul mentions 

being whipped, beaten and stoned within an inch of his life, shipwrecked, hungry and 

thirsty, sleepless and worried  and experiencing lots of opposition and false accusations 

and hurtful relationships and conflict.  
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And it was not only Paul who was suffering when he wrote this letter. The Christians in 

Philippi  who received Paul’s letter were facing persecution for their faith and 

experiencing conflict within their community. No one was having an easy time of it.  And 

yet this letter to the Philippians is known as Paul’s “epistle of joy”.  The words joy  and 

rejoice reverberate  and echo throughout.    

So let’s reflect upon this reading which begins “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I 

say rejoice!”  

Rejoice in the Lord always; again I say rejoice  

These are words for people facing troubles because there is something about the 

nature of joy that is indestructible  and cannot be taken away from us. Joy is not the 

same as happiness. Paul is not saying “Be happy!”  The root word “hap” in happiness is 

about circumstance – what happens to us by chance. And so happiness is about our 

feelings as we react to what is happening to us and around us -   our feelings can 

change from one moment to the next. We laugh and we cry.    

But Joy is a gift of the Spirit of God – a gift which comes from the Lord and is found in 

the Lord   -  It is the echo of God’s life in us. And so we go back to that base line that 

surrounds and  undergirds everything  including the good things that happen to us and 

the bad things – and that baseline is that the God who comes to us is the God who  

made us and  loves us and  keeps us. The God who comes to us is the God who loves 

us and redeems us and offers us eternal life.   

In John’s Gospel Chapter 16 verse 22 we read these words of Jesus at the last supper  

just before he died: So you have pain now; but I will see you again, and your hearts will 

rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you.  

Jesus did not ever say that we shall not be tossed about or work weary  or suffer – but 

Jesus did promise that we would not be overcome.   As Paul himself reassured the 

Roman Christians: Nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus. And 

so on this basis he can say even in a time of trouble: God is with us - rejoice!”  

Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near 

The  Lord  is coming into the midst of our joys and our troubles and discontent and 

conflicts. For Paul,  that the Lord is near puts everything else into perspective -

especially our relationships and attitudes towards each other.  I believe that Paul is 

saying  - Don’t let any pettiness and angst or self-righteousness undermine this good 

news –  
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IN others words,  this is the time to tend to our relationships and  treat each other with 

the same respect and grace – the same gentleness  as God  shows towards us despite 

all our flaws. Friends , be known for your mercy and forgiveness and kindness.  In our 

highly individualistic society we may applaud an independent spirit and be tempted to 

strike back when we are hurt.  The great message of Advent is that the Lord comes  - lift 

your eyes. 

Do not worry about anything but in everything by prayer and supplication with 

thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.  

Remember!  This was written at a terrible time for Paul.  He is not dismissing adversity 

but he is saying: Remember God. Take everything to God who is your refuge and 

strength in prayer.  

Friends prayer is not escapism  - it is not taking flight from reality. It is not putting our 

hands up because we can’t cope! - It is quite the opposite.  It is turning to the One in 

whom our strength lies in order to face the situations we find ourselves  - and how 

important it is in 2020. Prayer from the heart includes all our concerns (Henri Nouwen). 

Today we are invited to turn to God for the courage we need  to keep going -  not for a 

magical quick solution.  Paul says out of personal experience: Whatever you are 

struggling with – when you come to the end of your  rope  - do not be anxious: - rejoice! 

Why? Because God comes to be the strength beyond your own strength.   You are not 

alone. 

And the peace of God which surpasses all understanding will guard your hearts 

and your minds in Christ Jesus.  

Friends  the God who made us, loves us and keeps us.  This God  invites us to rest in 

his presence and receive his peace. And peace of mind and heart along with joy is the 

gift of living in the presence of God.  

When the boy  David  Adam emerged from his fears of danger in the darkness into the 

light of the church that evening to sing Rejoice  - Emmanuel shall come to thee   it was 

a profound experience that later he would recognize as being lifted up into the presence 

of God.   It  was an experience that became a conviction in his heart and mind and that 

he has drawn upon over and over because  it undergirds every hap and circumstance  

that he finds himself in.   
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That is also my experience. We may not always be happy  - troubles and adversity and 

hurt happens to all of us but there is this profound truth that surrounding and holding 

everything is God who  is love and God’s  life in us is joy and peace. We can know    joy 

in the midst of adversity because the good news is that God comes to us  and God’s  

gift is peace. (And may this be particularly so today as we are fed at the Lord’s table.)  

Let s pray:  In the silence, lift up your life in all its complexities right now to God…… 

know that whatever happens, nothing can separate you from the love of God…. God is 

our very present help in trouble – the light that shines in the darkness –   - the peace 

that surpasses all understanding ……….. Be filled with his love and strength and  

courage and peace …. Receive the good news – The Lord is near and  prayerfully let it 

flow through you to others and to the world with all its needs this week.  Amen.  

Rec’d Laurel Barr  Sunday 6th December, 2020 


