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A	certain	advertising	agent	decided	to	trade	in	his	winged-tip	shoes	for	a	white	robe.	He	
set	 himself	 up	 as	 a	 swami	 in	 one	of	 the	Eastern	 religions.	He	 advertised	his	 ability	 to	
answer	life’s	most	profound	questions	and	eventually	gathered	a	group	of	disciples	who	

sat	reverently	about	him	while	he	remained	lost	in	meditation.  	

	
Finally	 the	 newly	 made	 swami	 broke	 his	 trance	 long	 enough	 to	 utter	 his	 profound	
insight	for	the	day:	“Life,”	he	said,	“is	like	a	can	of	Pringle	potato	chips	floating	in	a	bowl	
of	Pepsi	Cola.”	The	disciples	nodded	respectfully,”	except	 for	one.	He	said,	 “But	swami,	
why	 is	 life	 like	 a	 can	 of	 Pringles	 floating	 in	 a	 bowl	 of	 Pepsi	 Cola?”	 At	 this,	 the	 ex-
advertising	agent	lifted	his	head,	fixed	the	questioner	with	an	icy	stare	and	said,	“Listen,	
fellow,	did	you	come	here	to	learn	or	to	argue?”	
	
What	 is	 the	 meaning	 of	 life?	 Someone	 saw	 this	 sign	 on	 a	 subway	 wall:	 “Life	 is	 one	
contradiction	after	another.”	Underneath	someone	else	had	written:	“No,	it’s	not.”	
	
For	some	people,	 there	 is	no	point	to	 life.	We	might	as	well	 face	that	reality.	For	some	
people,	life	has	no	ultimate	meaning	or	value.	
	
And	then,	there	are	those	who	do	attach	meaning	to	life—but	then	approach	it	in	what	
one	might	consider	either	positive	or	negative	ways.	
	
I	guess	we	all	know	the	difference	between	a	pessimist	and	an	optimist.	On	awakening	in	
the	 morning,	 the	 optimist	 opens	 the	 window	 and	 says	 with	 a	 smile,	 “Good	 morning,	
Lord!”	The	pessimist?	Well,	he	rubs	his	eyes;	clears	his	throat;	looks	out	the	window	and	
say	with	a	frown,	“Good	Lord,	morning!”	A	pessimist	is	someone	who	describes	a	glass	
as	half	empty	while	an	optimist	sees	it	as	half	full.	Pessimists	always	see	the	dark	side	of	
clouds.	Optimists?	They	don't	see	the	clouds	at	all	because	they’re	walking	on	them!	A	
pessimist	 is	someone	who,	on	your	birthday,	will	 say:	 “May	your	day	be	better	 than	 it	
probably	will	be!”		
	
Some	 people,	 I	 guess,	 	 are	 just	 born	 like	 that—there	 just	 seems	 to	 be	 an	 inherent	
pessimism	that	pervades	their	personality—they	always	see	life	in	the	negative.	Others	
develop	into	it	as	a	result	of	the	various	hardships	or	circumstances	they	face	in	life.	But	
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how	does	that	happen?	How	do	you	get	to	be	a	pessimist?	How	do	some	people	always	
see	life	in	the	negative?		
	
All	of	us,	at	one	time	or	another,	 face	hardships	and	inconveniences	of	various	sorts—
some,	perhaps,	more	than	others.	It	just	seems	to	be	a	part	of	life.	Some	people,	however,	
seem	 to	be	able	 to	 cope	better	 than	others.	 	 Life	 through	 the	COVID-19	pandemic	has	
delivered	 hardships	 we	 never	 would	 have	 expected	 12	 months	 ago.	 What	 with	
lockdowns,	travel	restrictions,	businesses	going	bankrupt	and	so	on—not	to	mention	all	
sorts	 of	mental	 and	 emotional	 stresses	 and	 strains	 that	 have	been	brought	 on	by	 this	
situation.	
	
But,	the	issue	isn’t	so	much	the	degree	of	suffering	we	experience.	Nor	does	it	seem	to	
have	 anything	 to	 do	with	 our	 background,	 our	 education,	 or	 our	material	 well-being.	
Some	 of	 us	 find	 ourselves	 tied	 down	 by	 the	 past	 or	 present	 situations	 while	 others	
simply	shrug	it	off	and	move	on?	
		
I	guess	one	of	the	reasons	for	our	pessimism	or	negativity	is	that	it’s	always	easy	to	feel	
sorry	for	yourself.	I	mean…no	one	else	round	here	seems	to	feel	sorry	for	me	so	I’ll	just	
have	to	feel	sorry	for	myself.	The	term,	“Nobody	loves	me,	everybody	hates	me.	I	think	
I’ll	go	and	eat	worms,”	pretty	much	sums	it	up.	We	look	back	on	our	past—look	back	on	
where	 we’ve	 been—and	 we	 can	 only	 see	 the	 hurt,	 or	 the	 failure,	 or	 the	 guilt	 or	 the	
missed	opportunities.		
	
I	would	like	to	suggest,	however,	that	there’s	another	way	of	looking	at	our	experiences.	
It’s	a	way	that	will	help	us	look	at	the	present	and	the	future	in	a	better	light.	It’s	the	way	
in	which	Paul	looks	back	at	his	own	recent	past	as	he	writes	his	letter	to	the	Philippians.	
	
What	Paul	 does	 as	 he	 looks	back	 at	 his	 life,	 is	 to	 look,	 not	 at	 the	difficulties,	 of	which	
there	were	many,	but	to	look	at	how	God	was	at	work—to	look	for	signs	that	God	is	at	
work	 in	 the	 places	 and	 in	 the	 people	 that	 he’s	 come	 into	 contact	 with—to	 see	 God’s	
Spirit	moving	in	people’s	hearts	either	despite	or	maybe	even	because	of	the	things	that	
he’s	suffered.	
	
Paul	 saw	 his	 suffering,	 not	 as	 something	 to	 complain	 about—not	 as	 something	 that	
hindered	his	ability	to	proclaim	the	gospel.	Rather,	he	saw	all	of	his	life—both	the	good	
bits	 and	 the	bad	bits—the	 joys	 and	 the	 suffering—as	a	means	of	 the	 spreading	of	 the	
gospel.	He	writes	 in	 chapter	 1,	 verse	 12:	 “I	want	 you	 to	 know,	 beloved	 that	what	 has	
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happened	to	me	has	actually	helped	to	spread	the	gospel…”	Through	his	sufferings,	he	
says,	“Christ	will	be	exalted.”	
	
In	2	Cor.	11:24-28,	Paul	gives	us	a	list	of	some	of	those	sufferings.	He	writes,	
	

Five	times	I	have	received	from	the	Jews	the	forty	 lashes	minus	one.	25Three	times	I	
was	beaten	with	rods.	Once	I	received	a	stoning.	Three	times	I	was	shipwrecked;	for	a	
night	 and	 a	 day	 I	was	 adrift	 at	 sea;	 26on	 frequent	 journeys,	 in	 danger	 from	 rivers,	
danger	 from	bandits,	danger	 from	my	own	people,	danger	 from	Gentiles;	danger	 in	
the	city,	danger	in	the	wilderness,	danger	at	sea;	and	danger	from	false	brothers	and	
sisters;	 27in	 toil	 and	 hardship,	 through	many	 a	 sleepless	 night,	 hungry	 and	 thirsty,	
often	 without	 food,	 cold	 and	 naked.	 28And,	 besides	 other	 things,	 I	 am	 under	 daily	
pressure	because	of	my	anxiety	for	all	the	churches.	

	
Now,	 earlier	 in	his	 second	 letter	 to	 the	Corinthians,	 Paul	 referred	 to	his	hardship	 and	
suffering	as,	“this	slight	momentary	affliction.”	
	
What	about	you?	What	about	your	situation?	Are	you	suffering?	Is	life	difficult	at	times?	
Have	you	ever	taken	the	time	to	consider	that	what	you	might	be	going	through	may	also	
be	 a	means	 of	 the	 spreading	 of	 the	 gospel?	 If	 you	 can	 see	 that	 in	 your	 own	 life,	 then	
perhaps	the	future	will	not	be	cause	for	too	much	fear	or	trepidation.	
	
How	do	you	look	at	the	future?	Are	you	an	optimist	or	a	pessimist?	Do	you	only	see	what	
has	happened	in	the	past	and	project	that	into	the	future?	Or	do	you	live	your	life	in	the	
expectation	of	fulfilment—and	the	power	and	grace	of	God	working	in	you	and	through	
you?	
	
Paul	concludes	this	section	by	saying:	“live	your	life	in	a	manner	worthy	of	the	gospel	of	
Christ.”	 In	 other	 words,	 live	 your	 life	 in	 such	 a	 way	 that	 you	 do	 not	 exude	 an	 air	 of	
pessimism	 about	 the	 future	 but	 instead	 through	 your	 life,	 give	 witness	 to	 the	 grace,	
mercy	and	power	of	God	throughout	all	of	life.	
	
What	will	that	mean	for	us—for	you	and	me?		It	will	mean	loving	one	another	with	the	
love	of	Christ.	That	is,	sharing	in	God’s	grace—offering	grace	and	forgiveness	to	others	
who	have	wronged	us.	(We’ve	been	talking	about	that	over	the	last	couple	of	weeks.)	It	
means	 rejoicing	 in	 God’s	 goodness	 to	 us—rejoicing	 in	 the	 way	 the	 gospel	 is	 bearing	
fruit—rejoicing	that	each	of	us	are	growing	in	the	love	of	God.	It	will	mean	growing	in	
our	own	knowledge	and	love	of	God,	in	purity	and	righteousness.	It	will	mean	standing	
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firm	against	the	opposition	of	the	world—standing	firm	against	the	temptation	to	waver	
in	our	commitment	to	God,	or	to	waver	from	a	Godly	moral	and	ethical	viewpoint.	
			
Finally,	 it	might	mean	sharing	 in	Christ’s	 suffering—suffering	 for	Christ	 the	 same	way	
Paul	 did,	 and	 the	 same	 way	 countless	 Christians	 down	 throughout	 the	 ages	 have	
suffered	on	Christ’s	behalf.	But	always	with	the	sure	knowledge	that	 just	as	God	saved	
Jesus	 from	 the	 finality	 of	 death,	 so	 too	 he	will	 save	 us,	 raising	 us	 to	 eternal	 life	with	
Christ.	
		
The	test	of	any	aspect	of	the	life	we	live	is	this:	Is	it	worthy	of	the	gospel	of	Christ?	Or	to	
put	 it	 another	way,	 does	 it	 commend	 the	 gospel	 to	 others?	 Is	my	 life	 such	 that	when	
people	 look	at	 it	 they’re	attracted	to	 its	source—the	 love	and	grace	of	God?	Do	people	
look	at	me	and	say	“I	want	what	you’ve	got”	Do	people	look	at	us	as	a	church	and	see	us	
standing	firm	in	one	spirit,	striving	side	by	side	with	one	mind	for	the	faith	and	truth	of	
the	gospel.	Does	our	unity	and	love	for	one	another	shine	out	so	that	people	want	to	join	
us	and	want	to	experience	the	fellowship	that	comes	from	being	in	Christ?	That’s	what	
Paul	longs	for	each	of	us	to	experience	in	our	Christian	walk.	
	
There	are	people	who	see	no	meaning	in	life.	How	sad	that	is.	Where	there	is	no	purpose,	
there	is	no	power.	Christ	offers	us	more	meaning	than	our	lives	can	contain;	he	offers	us	
life	pressed	down	and	running	over.	“For	to	me,	to	live	is	Christ,	and	to	die	is	gain,”	wrote	
Paul.	“But	if	I	am	to	live	on	in	the	flesh,	this	will	mean	fruitful	 labor	for	me;	and	I	do	not	
know	which	 to	 choose.	But	 I	 am	hard-pressed	 from	both	directions,	 having	 the	desire	 to	
depart	and	be	with	Christ,	for	that	is	very	much	better;	yet	to	remain	on	in	the	flesh	is	more	
necessary	for	your	sake.”	For	Paul	the	issue	was	win/win	all	the	way.	Life	did	not	frighten	
him.	Neither	did	death.	He	had	found	the	source	of	all	power.	He	had	found	a	reason	to	
live.	
		
The	challenge	for	us	today	from	this	passage	in	Philippians	chapter	1	is	to	live	lives	that	
are	worthy	of	 the	gospel—to	look	back	on	our	past,	not	as	victims,	 looking	only	at	 the	
hurts	and	disappointments	we’ve	experienced—but	with	eyes	open	to	God	at	work	in	us.	
It	is	to	be	encouraged	by	the	many	ways	that	God	has	been	active	in	and	around	us.	Then	
to	look	at	how	God	is	at	work	right	now	in	our	own	life	and	in	the	lives	of	one	another	
and	in	the	life	of	the	church,	so	that	we’re	encouraged	and	strengthened	to	move	into	the	
future	with	courage	and	a	firm	conviction	that	God	is	in	control	of	whatever	happens	to	
us.	
	
To	God	be	all	the	glory,	honour	and	praise.	Amen.	


