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How to Be Happy When You Should Be Miserable 
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The most committed Christian I ever met was Bill Bright, the founder of CCC and my boss for 12 years.  Dr. Bright 
loved Christ and he loved people and he dedicated his life to giving as many people as possible a chance to hear 
the good news of the gospel.  He died in 2003 at the age of 81.  Two years before, he was diagnosed with 
pulmonary fibrosis, an incredibly painful disease in which the lungs lose their elasticity. Unless the heart gives out 
first, death is by slow suffocation.  Well, Bill taught us how to live and he also taught us how to die.  Over his 
final two years, he was always upbeat, strong and ready to meet the Lord whenever God chose to call him; but 
until then he continued to work hard at getting the gospel out without any hint of despair or discouragement as his 
health continued to decline.  He maintained his buoyant spirit with every breath, labored though it was, for the 
last two and a half years as he battled the disease.  When CCC at Cal celebrated our 50th anniversary on that 
campus, Bill sent a video.  He was obviously weak and had oxygen tubes in his nose, yet he was just as energized 
and joyful and funny as ever and he told us that the last two years had been the most productive years of his 
ministry, that he'd been able to write more, direct more projects, and launch more initiatives than ever before. He 
kept praising God even as he was gasping for breath.  Dr. Bright faced horrific circumstances with incredible joy 
because his purpose was clear; that Christ might be exalted in his body, whether by life or by death.   

 
Author and pastor Chuck Swindoll writes, “The longer I live, the more I realize the impact of attitude on life. 
Attitude, to me, is more important than facts. It is more important than the past, than education, than money, 
than circumstances, than failures, than successes, than what other people think or say or do. It is more important 
than appearance, giftedness or skill. It will make or break a company...a church....a home. The remarkable thing is 
we have a choice every day regarding the attitude we will embrace for that day. We cannot change our past...we 
cannot change the fact that people will act in a certain way. We cannot change the inevitable. The only thing we 
can do is play on the one string we have, and that is our attitude...I am convinced that life is 10% what happens to 
me and 90% how I react to it. And so it is with you...we are in charge of our attitudes.”  Dr. Bright’s response to 
pulmonary fibrosis is a great reminder for me that life’s circumstances have far less effect on us than how we react 
to those circumstances.  The happiest people in the world aren’t happy simply because their lives are the easiest, 
the most comfortable, or the most exciting.  Just look at the suicide rate among the rich, the restless moving from 
spouse to spouse of celebrities, and the crushing boredom of the well-to-do, and you realize that money, power, 
and fame don’t automatically bring happiness.  In fact, some of the happiest people in the world are the poorest, 
the most unpopular and persecuted; people going through really difficult circumstances.  Happiness is not a 
result of what happens to us.  Happiness is a result of how we respond to what happens to us.  We can’t always 
control our circumstances but we can always control our response to those circumstances and as we continue in 
our study of Paul’s letter to the Philippians, that’s what I want to talk with you about this morning: How to Be 
Happy When You Should Be Miserable. 
 
I believe God wants us to be happy.  The Bible says that He is the happy God and He shares His joy with us 
through His Spirit and He commands us to rejoice in every circumstance because far as God is concerned, joy isn’t 
a luxury or optional but as essential for living a truly Christ-like life as faith, hope or love – which is why in Paul’s 
letter to the Philippians the words, “joy” and “rejoice” are repeated 16 times.  Chapter One is about finding our 
joy through our involvement in the mission of Christ, chapter two is about finding our joy in following the example 
of Christ; chapter three is about finding our joy in our relationship with Christ and chapter four is about finding our 
joy in the strength of Christ. Philippians is a letter about joy and the most surprising thing is where Paul was when 
he wrote it.  He didn’t write to the Philippians while vacationing on the Italian Rivera at Portofino or skiing in the 
Alps. Paul writes from a Roman prison and the Philippians are pretty upset about it.  “Our leader has been thrown 
into prison?  That’s awful.  How could God allow that to happen?  What’s going to happen to us without Paul?”  
Well, in this letter Paul answers the Philippians’ questions and fears.  He says, “Prison is great.  I’m always 
chained to a Roman guard and the guards are changed every four hours. So every four hours I get to share the 



gospel with a different soldier.  Not only that but these guys aren’t regular Roman soldiers; they’re Praetorian 
Guards, members of Caesar’s own special forces; and as a result, there are now Christians in Nero’s own household 
so that my imprisonment has resulted in the gospel going where it has never gone before. Plus Paul says that his 
imprisonment has lit a fire under the Christians in Rome. They wondered, “If Paul’s locked up, who’s going to 
preach the gospel?  I guess there’s nobody but us,” and so timid, squeaky voice guys who have never shared their 
faith before are out preaching the gospel because Paul’s in jail. That’s why Paul writes, “What then? Only that in 
every way, whether in pretense or in truth, Christ is proclaimed; and in this I rejoice.”  Don’t worry about me, I 
couldn’t be happier.  The gospel is advancing.  What’s not to like?” Paul has been falsely imprisoned, held 
without bail and without trial for years and his enemies are using his imprisonment to further their own selfish 
ends and Paul says, “I couldn’t be happier,” and in vs. 19-26, Paul tells us how to be happy when we should be 
miserable. First clarify your purpose in vs. 19-21; and then commit yourself fully to that purpose in vs. 22-26. The 
clearer we are about our life’s purpose and the more consistently we live for that purpose, the more joy we will 
have.   So let me ask you a question.  Would the people who know you best describe you as a happy person; as 
joyful?  I believe that one of the main reasons more people don’t come to Christ in our culture has nothing to do 
with politics or science or atheism.  People don’t see enough joyful followers of Jesus. They see in us a compelling 
reason to follow Jesus themselves.  So how can I be happy when I should be miserable?   
 
First we need to clarify our purpose – we need to remember why we’re here and not in heaven.  Let’s read vs. 
18-21. “Yes and I will rejoice - I’m going to keep on rejoicing regardless of what happens to me; - for I know that 
this (this imprisonment) will turn out for my deliverance through your prayers and the provision of the Spirit of 
Jesus Christ, according to my earnest expectation and hope, that I will not be put to shame in anything, but {that} 
with all boldness, Christ will even now, as always, be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death. For to me, to 
live is Christ and to die is gain.”  Paul says my imprisonment has not only turned out great so far because it has 
advanced the gospel - it will turn out great for me as well and so I’m rejoicing.  Yet Paul has no idea of whether he 
will be released from prison or executed.  So how can he be so optimistic?  Paul’s great hope and expectation 
was to exalt Christ, to make Him visible to others and to proclaim the truth about Christ to as many people as he 
could; and as long as he could accomplish that, it didn’t matter if it was by living or by dying, by being released 
from prison or by being executed.  It didn’t matter WHAT happened to him as long as Christ was glorified, 
proclaimed and made visible. That’s what Paul means by, “For to me, to live is Christ,” - the purpose of his life was 
Christ – “and to die was gain” because the best day of Paul’s life would be the day he died and stepped out of this 
world and into all that Christ had prepared for him. That’s why Paul is happy in spite of his circumstances and why 
he can be so optimistic about whatever the future holds; because the purpose he lives for is being realized. What 
we’re living for determines whether we’re happy or not.  Look, we all have hopes: a successful career or 
successful kids or a new house or a family, or you fill in the blank – and God may bring those things to pass.  But 
when those desires become our earnest hope and expectation – our purpose for living - and those hopes aren’t 
realized, we’re miserable.  However, God’s purpose for our life will be realized. Paul says that God causes all 
things to work together for good for those who love God and are called according to His purpose.  Not according 
to our purpose but according to His purpose because only His purpose will be realized.  And it is only when His 
purpose is my purpose that I can have joy regardless of what my circumstances.  That’s why the first step in being 
happy when we should be miserable is clarifying our purpose to make sure our purpose for our life parallels God’s 
purpose for our life.
 

It’s fine to have wants.  You wouldn’t be human if you didn’t.  But our earnest hope and expectation – what 
we’re really hoping for and our real purpose for being here - needs to be achieving God’s purpose for our life: 
exalting Christ, proclaiming the gospel and living for His kingdom, because that purpose is guaranteed success; and 
so if I make God’s interests my interests, I’ll be able to rejoice in every circumstance.  I had a friend who was 
drafted in the first round by an NFL team on the other side of the country. My friend loved football and he loved 
Jesus and he believed that God would use his success in football to exalt Christ through him.  However, even 
though he had an outstanding collegiate career, for most of his time he spent in the NFL my friend sat on the 
bench and never really got the chance to show what he could do.  Eventually he retired from football to go to 
seminary.  One day he was asked to speak at a chapel at a military base and he shared about his years of 
frustration in the NFL and how Christ had used those circumstances to purify his motivations and his faith.  After 



he spoke, an officer asked my friend if they could talk privately.  The officer shared how his experience in the 
military paralleled my friend’s experience in the NFL.  He had been continually passed over for promotion for 
political reasons and was thinking about ending it all but that evening he realized that if Christ could give my buddy 
joy in his circumstances, maybe Christ could do the same for him.  He ended up asking Jesus to come into his life 
with my friend that day.  Christ revealed himself through my friend’s commitment to football; just not in the way 
he expected.  My friend left that meeting about a foot off the ground because of the joy of the Lord. He told me 
that one conversation was worth the years of frustration he spent in the NFL because Christ had worked through 
him.   

 

That’s what Paul means when he writes, “For to me, to live is Christ,” that his purpose in life is to reveal Jesus to 
people and that whatever it took for them to see Jesus in Paul was worth it.  Notice that Paul isn’t talking about 
exalting Christ through his sermons or through the letters he writes – even though he did.  Here Paul is talking 
about making Christ visible in his body; in his everyday life and behavior. When people see him, he wants them to 
think about Jesus; because Christians are the way Jesus reveals Himself to people today. In Jesus, God became a 
human to reveal Himself to humans.  Once Jesus returns to heaven, He continues to reveal Himself to humans 
through the people He lives in. That’s why we’re here today and not in heaven.  Our body is a telescope.  A 
telescope brings an object that is far away closer so people can see it more clearly.  I didn’t think much about 
Jesus until I met some college students who had Jesus living inside of them and when I saw the difference He made 
in their lives, I wanted to know Him too.  They brought Jesus close and Paul says that is his great purpose in life: 
to exalt Jesus boldly and clearly; to make Jesus visible and real so that people will want to know Him. And because 
exalting Jesus is Paul’s great purpose, he evaluates everything that happens to him in light of that purpose.  The 
question isn’t, “Am I comfortable or successful or popular?” because none of those things can bring us permanent 
joy. The question is, “Are my circumstances resulting in people seeing more of Jesus in me?” because Paul has 
learned that joy is the result of living for God’s purpose rather than for some other purpose. That doesn’t mean we 
don’t have other ambitions or hopes.  It does mean that any other ambitions and hopes serve the great purpose 
in life of revealing Christ.  That’s why Paul could rejoice in prison.  His imprisonment was fulfilling God’s purpose 
for his life; Christ was making Himself visible through Paul, people were being saved; and Paul was becoming more 
like Jesus. Clarifying my true purpose in life is crucial if I want to be happy when I should be miserable because I 
will always see what happens to me through the lens of my purpose.  If my earnest expectation and hope is to get 
rich, I will be miserable every time I suffer a financial setback. If my earnest expectation and hope is to be loved 
and adored by everyone, then I will be miserable when anybody gets mad at me or ignores me.  If my earnest 
expectation and hope is that I’ll always be healthy and beautiful, then any threat to my health will be devastating.  
If my earnest expectation and hope is to be in control, I can’t be happy unless I’m free to do whatever I choose.  
In fact, if my earnest expectation and hope is anything other than exalting Christ, I won’t experience joy regardless 
of whether any other hope I may have is realized or not – because making Christ visible is God’s purpose for me.   

 

As many of you know, last October I had what doctors thought was a stroke but which turned out to be some kind 
of seizure which was good news.  Apparently an electrical problem in my brain is better than a plumbing 
problem.  My driver’s license was suspended for six months to see if the anti-seizure meds I’m on work so I’ve 
spent a lot of time being driven rather than driving and that has been harder than I would have thought because 
my earnest expectation and hope is that I would always be healthy, capable and independent; and always appear 
decades younger than I am.  Is that too much to ask? The seizure forced me to face this false hope and it’s not 
only false because it is unattainable – everybody gets old – but because even if it were attainable, it would not 
make me happy.  What makes me happy is fulfilling the purpose that God has put me here for; to help people to 
know Jesus better.  That’s what gives me real joy and if I need a seizure to do that better, bring it on.  So I want 
you to know that my circumstances have turned out for the greater progress of the gospel. As a result of this 
seizure, my zeal for Christ and His mission has grown because I realize that my days here are limited and I need to 
get on with what He’s called me to do while I can still do it.  If you’re going through tough times right now, ask 
yourself, “What is God’s purpose for my life and how does my present situation contribute to that purpose? How is 
this making me more like Jesus and making Jesus more visible to others through me?” Miserable times have a 
unique power to clarify what really should matter to us. 



Now it’s not enough to simply clarify my purpose in life.  I also need to embrace that purpose and live 
consistently with that purpose every day.  Paul writes, “For me to live is Christ and to die is gain. But if I am to live 
on in the flesh, (Paul doesn’t know WHAT will happen to him, only that whatever happens will bring glory to Christ 
and gain to himself) 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. (The decision about whether Paul will live or die out of Paul’s hands and Paul says that’s a good thing 
because he’s not sure which he would choose if he could: to have his life spared by Rome or to die as a martyr.  
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. (This passage makes it clear that the instant 
we die, we enter into Christ’s presence, that there’s no waiting and that’s why Paul can say that for him to die is 
gain.  The happiest day of our life will be the day we step out of this life and into eternity. Paul says that if I die, I’ll 
be with Christ - which is better for me – yet for me to continue to live in this world is better for you.)  Convinced 
of this, I know that I will remain and continue with you all for your progress and joy in the faith, so that your proud 
confidence in me may abound in Christ Jesus through my coming to you again.”  As Paul waits for his trial before 
Nero, he doesn’t know what the future holds.  All he knows is that future will be great. He’ll either live or die, and 
dying would be his preference because he’ll be in heaven with Jesus.  However if he lives, he can continue to 
serve God’s purpose in the lives of the Philippians and so Paul wants to go on living, not because he’s afraid of 
death but because he wants to continue to serve Christ by serving his fellow Christians.  Once again, God’s 
interests and the interests of his brothers and sisters trump Paul’s interests.  That’s why Paul was a happy man.  
It didn’t matter what happened to him as long as Christ was served. Apparently Paul had no plans to retire As long 
as he was alive, he would be serving Jesus  
 
Seeing miserable circumstances in the light of God’s purpose for us won’t make us happy unless we’re actually 
living for that purpose.  This isn’t just some mental trick to make the best of a bad situation.  If Paul was really 
thinking, “I can’t wait to get out of jail so that I can do what I really want to do,” he wouldn’t have been able to 
rejoice in prison.  He needed to see not only how his circumstances were advancing God’s purpose for his life but 
also to have embraced that purpose as his own; whether he’s in jail or out; whether he lives or dies.  Knowing 
that suffering is making you like Jesus won’t make suffering easier unless you really want to be like Jesus.  
Knowing that Jesus has put you in a situation to make Himself visible to the people around you won’t make the 
situation better unless you want those people to see Jesus.  As long as I’m living for my will rather than for God’s 
will, I can’t be happy unless my will is done and God is not going to allow that to happen because my plan for my 
life is a bad plan and I won’t like the result.  The only path to true joy is His path: denying myself and following 
Christ.  
 
When I was in college, I heard a speaker talk about how a quarterback needs to listen to the coach who is sitting up 
in the press box during the game because his coach can see things from up there the quarterback can’t see from 
the field: what the defense is doing and what receivers are getting open on which plays; and he compared listening 
to the coach to listening to Jesus.  Jesus sees what we cannot.  He knows how our choices will turn out.  He 
knows what the future holds and if we’ll listen to Him and do what He says; if we’ll follow His plan for our life 
rather than our own plan, we’ll be much happier with the result.  I wasn’t a Christian when I heard that speaker 
but what he said made a profound impression on me because I didn’t like the way my game was going.  I kept 
making bad decisions.  Nothing I did satisfied me and I thought if I could trade my limited perspective for Christ’s 
all-knowing perspective, I would be a fool not to do so.  I ask Jesus to be my Lord and Savior that summer and 
nothing has been the same since.  His plan for my life is so much better than my plan.  And that’s why Jesus 
came in the first place: to rescue us from our own plans for our life.  The essence of sin is independence; thinking 
that we don’t need God and that our plan for our life is the best plan.  That’s why the world is in the shape it’s in; 
people living independently of God and making ourselves the god of our life.  That’s why people die; we’ve 
separated ourselves from our Creator and the source of life; and Jesus came to restore that lost relationship and to 
undo the damage our rebellion has done to ourselves and to the earth.  In fulfillment of hundreds of years of 
promises and prophecies in the Old Testament, the Son of God becomes a human in order to do for us what we 
cannot do for ourselves.  He takes on all our limitations, experiences the pains and the frustrations of life on 
earth, lives the life we failed to live by perfectly obeying His Father so that God can credit His perfect record to all 
those who put their trust in Him rather than in our own performance; dies the death we deserve to die, bearing 
the punishment we deserve on the cross so that God can pardon all who trust Jesus as Savior and then rises from 



the dead to defeat the consequences of us separating ourselves from God to unite us once again to the source of 
eternal life so that we can live forever with Him as God intended.  Becoming a Christian isn’t joining something or 
promising something or signing something; becoming a Christian is telling Jesus that we want His plan for our life 
rather than our own, asking Him to come into us and to be our Savior and Lord. 
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