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...an introduction to Philippians

The Thirty Thousand Foot View

Truly, the letter to the Philippian church, while short, is a dynamic and very personal 
letter written to a group of people who were submerged in a ‘dominion’ narrative. 
Philippi was a city that had strong ties to Rome. It was filled with retired soldiers who 
had served the era of Pax Romana (Roman peace which lasted until about 180 AD), 
and as a result had been given land and wealth. The city gained particular prominence 
in 31 BC when, after the battle of !Actium, it gained possession of the ‘Italic right’. This 
meant that the colony (as it now was) enjoyed exactly the same rights as the Romans of 
Italy themselves did. William Barclay notes:

! ~In later days the title of colony was given by the government to any city which 
! it wished to to honour for faithful service. Wherever they were, these colonies 
! were little fragments of Rome and their pride in their Roman !citizenship was their 
! dominating characteristic. The Roman language was spoken; Roman dress was 
! worn; Roman customs were observed; their magistrates had Roman titles, 
! and carried out the same ceremonies as were carried out in Rome itself. They 
! were stubbornly and unalterably Roman and would never have dreamt of 
! becoming assimilated to the people amidst whom they were set. We can hear 
! the Roman pride breathing through through the charge against Paul and Silas in 
! Acts 16:20,21: “These men are Jews, and they are trying to teach and introduce 
! laws and customs which is not right for us to observe-for we are Romans.”1

The adage, ‘never bite the hand that feeds you’ was alive and well in this city full of 
families who had received much from Caesar. For them, Caesar was hailed as both 
Lord and Savior, and to disagree  meant death. Philippi was named after Alexander the 
Great’s father, this also built into the DNA of it’s people another layer of pride. It is no 
wonder Paul did not find a synagog in this city, as it would be hard to be Jewish in such 

an Alpha-Roman culture.

With a growing population 
and having an 
economically strategic 
location, Philippi became 
a major city in the region. 
It was on a busy trade 
route and would prove 
pivotal in spreading the 
message of Christ to 
Europe.

Paul visited Philippi on his 
second missionary 
journey, however, it was 
not his idea, it was God’s 
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sovereignty at work. In Acts 16, Paul and his ministry partner Silas arrive at Derbe and 
then Lystra. In Lystra, they meet a young man named Timothy. Timothy’s father was a 
Greek and his mother was a believing Jewess. Timothy had come to believe through his 
mother’s faith and was well thought of by the believing community in Lystra. Paul 
wanted to take Timothy with him and Silas as they continued on their mission telling all 
the believers what guidelines had been decided upon at the Jerusalem Council (Acts 
15).

Paul had a desire to go to Asia, but every attempt he made was blocked by God which 
is how they ended up in Philippi:

 

 6 Paul and his companions traveled throughout the region of Phrygia and Galatia, 
 having been kept by the Holy Spirit from preaching the word in the province of Asia. 7 
 When they came to the border of Mysia, they tried to enter Bithynia, but the Spirit 
 of Jesus would not allow them to. 8 So they passed by Mysia and went down to Troas. 9 
 During the night Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia standing and begging him, 
 “Come over to Macedonia and help us.” 10 After Paul had seen the vision, we got ready 
 at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel 
 to them.11 From Troas we put out to sea and sailed straight for Samothrace, and the 
 next day on to Neapolis. 12 From there we traveled to Philippi, a Roman colony and the 
 leading city of that district of Macedonia. And we stayed there several days. 

              Acts 16:6-12 (NIV)

In Acts 16:9 we read of the vision that Paul had of a man of Macedonia who was 
begging him to come and help them. This vision was so powerful that it left no doubt in 
Pauls mind of its veracity and divine origin. So he immediately got ready and headed 
out from Troas in route to Macedonia.

Once Paul landed in 
Philippi, he did not 
find a synagog. It 
required ten Jewish 
men to establish a 
synagog. If you did 
not have that 
number, then you 
were to gather for 
prayer under an 
open sky. As Paul 
heads to the river he 
finds a gathering of 
women praying. The 
location at the river 
would have also 
aided in purification 
practices as well.
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At this prayer meeting Paul met Lydia, an Asian business woman and she became the 
first believer in Philippi:

 13 On the Sabbath we went outside the city gate to the river, where we expected to find 
 a place of prayer. We sat down and began to speak to the women who had gathered 
 there. 14 One of those listening was a woman named Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth from 
 the city of Thyatira, who was a worshiper of God. The Lord opened her heart to respond 
 to Paul’s message. 15 When she and the members of her household were baptized, she 
 invited us to her home. “If you consider me a believer in the Lord,” she said, “come and 
 stay at my house.” And she persuaded us.       

          Acts 16:13-15 (NIV)

In verse 14 we read that ‘God opened her heart to respond to Paul’s message’ and was 
then baptized. Later, Paul encountered a slave-girl who could predict the future. This 
was quite lucrative for her owner, however, God had other plans:

 16 Once when we were going to the place of prayer, we were met by a slave girl who 
 had a spirit by which she predicted the future. She earned a great deal of money for her 
 owners by fortune-telling. 17 This girl followed Paul and the rest of us, shouting, “These 
 men are servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved.” 18 
 She kept this up for many days. Finally Paul became so troubled that he turned around 
 and said to the spirit, “In the name of Jesus Christ I command you to come out of her!” At 
 that moment the spirit left her.
 

 19 When the owners of the slave girl realized that their hope of making money was 
 gone, they seized Paul and Silas 
 and dragged them into the 
 marketplace to face the 
 authorities. 20 They brought 
 them before the magistrates and 
 said, “These men are  Jews, and 
 are throwing our city into an 
 uproar 21 by advocating 
 customs unlawful for us 
 Romans to accept or practice.”

  22 The crowd joined in the 
 attack against Paul and Silas, 
 and the magistrates ordered 
 them to be stripped and beaten. 
 23 After they had been severely 
 flogged, they were thrown into prison, and the jailer was commanded to guard them 
 carefully. 24 Upon receiving such orders, he put them in the inner cell and fastened their 
 feet in the stocks.

          Acts 16:16-23 (NIV)
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When Paul and Silas 
found themselves in 
prison for talking 
about and 
demonstrating the 
power of Jesus, 
instead of starting a 
petition to be 
released, they sang 
and prayed in their 
prison cell. God 
heard their song, but 
more importantly he 
knew their hearts, 
and at midnight 
caused such a 
ground quake that 
the doors to the jail 
broke open.

Instead of fleeing, they stayed. This one choice saved the prison guard in more ways 
than you can imagine. In the Roman culture, if a guard lost his charge, his sentence 
was death. I’m sure you can imagine the fear that shook the Philippian jailer to his very 
core when he saw the open jail doors. But when he looked in, there was Paul and Silas 
in a state of worship. Their decision not to flee saved the jailers human life, and then it 
would change his eternal life when he became a believer. Following his conversion his 
entire household believed and was baptized.

While Paul experienced God working powerfully in Philippi, it also had a cost. He had to 
leave the people that he loved and had brought to Christ. We see on the letter to the 
Philippians a very informal and personal Paul. He does not mention the word sin once, 
but rather he encourages them to stand up to the persecution, trials and sufferings they 
are facing, and reminds them that he-too suffers and in some way this unites them even 
more.

Wiersbe notes concerning the church at Philippi:

! ~The first church founded in Europe was planted by Paul in Philippi (see Acts 16) 
! on his second missionary journey. After Paul moved on to Thessalonica, the 
! Philippian believers sent him support (Phil. 4:15, and see 2 Cor. 11:9). ! Five 
! years later, while on his third journey, Paul visited Philippi on the way to 
! Corinth, and then on the return trip (Acts 20:1–6). There was a deep love 
! between Paul and the people at Philippi. Certainly their church gave the apostle 
! little trouble! No wonder he enjoyed fellowshipping with them! 2
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Authorship and Date:

There has been no controversy about the Pauline authorship of this letter. In style, form, 
and self-identity, we can be very sure that Paul was the author of this very personal 
letter. In Utley’s work on the prison letters of Paul he notes:

A. ! This highly personal letter has always been attributed to Paul. The first person 
! pronouns “I” and “my” appear 51 times.

B.! It is quoted or alluded to by early authors 
! (for a complete list of citations see H.C. !G. Moule, Studies in Philippians, pp. 
! 20–21, published by Kregel):
! ! 1.! Clement of Rome in I Clement, written to the Corinthian church 
! ! ! about a.d. 95;
! ! 2.! Ignatius, in Letters of Ignatius, about a.d. 110;
! ! 3.! Polycarp, the Apostle John’s companion, in Letter to the 
! ! ! Philippians, about a.d. 110;
! ! 4.! a Marcionite prologue (a follower of the heretic Marcion) to Paul’s 
! ! ! letter to the Philippians about a.d. 170.
! ! 5.! Irenaeus, about a.d. 180;
! ! 6.! Clement of Alexandria, about a.d. 190;
! ! 7. ! Tertullian of Carthage, about a.d. 210.

C.! Although Timothy is mentioned along with Paul in 1:1, he was a co-worker, not a 
! co-author (although he may have acted as a scribe for Paul from time to time).3

Theologians, scholars and historians also agree that the most likely location that Paul 
wrote from was Rome. We understand from the letter itself that Paul is in prison :while 
he writes, for example:

 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[b] 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. 
                    
                  Philippians 1:12-14 (NIV)

While Paul founded the church in Philippi in 50 or 51 AD, this letter appears to have 
been written some 10+ years later allowing that it was written during Paul’s Roman 
imprisonment. The Apologetic Study Bible adds some critical light on the author and 
dating subject for us:

! ~Few question the claim that Paul wrote this letter. In a.d. 135, a bishop named 
! Polycarp stated the accepted church conviction of Pauline authorship. Internally, 
! the letter also contains the characteristics of Pauline writing. Further, the earliest 
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! manuscript containing Philippians (the Chester Beatty Papyrus P, copied c. a.d. 
! 200) contains the same form of the letter that we have today.
!
! Although the letter’s authorship is certain, scholars debate both its date and 
! place of writing. (It should be noted that while both issues have historical interest, 
! neither constitutes a major threat to the letter’s integrity.) The traditional place of 
! origin for Philippians is Rome, and its traditional date is about a.d. 61–62. 
! Nothing makes that dating implausible. Other suggestions for the place of writing 
! include Ephesus (c. a.d. 55) and Caesarea (c. a.d. 58), though there is little 
! evidence to support either claim. In Philippians, Paul called himself a prisoner 
! (1:13–14), yet we have no evidence to show that he was imprisoned in Ephesus. 
! On the other hand, Paul was imprisoned in Caesarea (a.d. 58–60). But again the 
! evidence pointing to this as the prison from which he wrote this letter is slim. 
! Ultimately the arguments for the traditional location and date are preferable.4

So then, we know that Paul is our author; he is writing a very personal letter to a church 
that he founded in the city of Philippi in about 51 AD; it is approximately the year 62 AD 
when the letter is written; he is writing to deal with some issues that the church he loved 
was facing.

Why Did Paul Write The Letter?

The main reason Paul writes this letter is to 
express his deep love and appreciation for the 
gift they had sent him when they learned of his 
imprisonment in Rome (1:5, 4:10-19). As sub-
themes Paul also addresses the following:

1.An update on his circumstances (1:12-26, 
4:10-19).

2.To encourage the Philippians as they faced 
persecution, revealing an available, through 
Christ, regardless of circumstances (1:27-30, 
4:4).

3.A passionate call to love, unity and humility 
(2:1-11, 4:2-5). 

8



4. News of sending Timothy to see them, and sending their own pastor 
Epaphroditus back to them (2:19-30).

5. To caution them about false teaching of both legalism and libertinism (ch. 3).

The ESV Study Bible notes the following about Paul’s purpose for writing the letter:

! ~Philippians overflows with joy and thanksgiving. Paul wrote to the church in 
! Philippi to thank them for a gift. He reported the joyful news that Epaphroditus, 
! who had brought their gift to Paul, had recovered from his illness and was 
! returning to Philippi. Paul said that he had learned the secret of being content in 
! any situation, and he told them about his situation in prison. He expressed joy 
! that more people were hearing about Christ even if some were proclaiming the 
! gospel with bad motives. Wanting the Christians in Philippi to be unified, he 
! challenged them to be servants just as Jesus was when he “emptied himself” and 
! became a man rather than clinging to the rights of his divine nature (2:1–11)5

Paul pulls back the veil on himself and who he is in this letter. While he addresses some 
of the most confounding theological themes in Scripture, such as the Kenosis passage 
dealing with the hypostatic union of Christ (how He is both human and divine) in chapter 
2, he also shares his own personal struggles.

It amazes me how he wrestles with his own personal reality in chapter one. He has 
endured so much pain, suffering, struggle and emotional toil for Jesus, that his true 
desire is to be done with “earth school” and go home to be with Christ. Listen to his 
heart in these words:

 21 For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. 22 If I am to go on living in the body, this 
 will mean fruitful labor for me. Yet what shall I choose? I do not know! 23I am torn 
 between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; 24 but it is 
 more necessary for you that I remain in the body. 25 Convinced of this, I know that I will 
 remain, and I will continue with all of you for your progress and joy in the faith, 26 so that 
 through my being with you again your joy in Christ Jesus will overflow on account of me. 
         
               Philippians 1:21-26 (NIV)

We also see his compassionate heart for his friends as he explains why he is sending 
Epaphroditus back to them:

  25 But I think it is necessary to send back to you Epaphroditus, my brother, fellow worker 
 and fellow soldier, who is also your messenger, whom you sent to take care of my 
 needs. 26 For he longs for all of you and is distressed because you heard he was ill. 
 27Indeed he was ill, and almost died. But God had mercy on him, and not on him only 
 but also on me, to spare me sorrow upon sorrow.28 Therefore I am all the more eager to 
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 send him, so that when you see him again you may be glad and I may have less anxiety. 
 29Welcome him in the Lord with great joy, and honor men like him, 30 because he 
 almost died for the work of Christ, risking his life to make up for the help you could not 
 give me. Philippians 2:25-29 (NIV)

Yes, Paul is very real in this letter, and I for one am so thankful to get a glimpse into his 
heart as well as witness how he handled hard circumstances. This letter is so very 
relevant for today’s believer.

Theologians, pastors and scholars all agree that supernatural joy, to help activate christ-
like living, is the main recurring theme in this letter. Over and over again we see the 
words such as  “joy; rejoice; and glad” appear. The Bible Knowledge Commentary 
states:

! Philippians is personal and practical in its tone and teaching. Paul emphasized 
! the need for believers to rejoice in Christ. “Joy” (chara) is used four times (Phil. 
! 1:4, 25; 2:2; 4:1); “rejoice” (chairō) occurs eight times (1:18 [twice]; 2:17-18; 3:1, 
! 4:4 [twice], 10); and “glad” occurs thrice (2:17-18, 28). (In 1:26 the word “joy” is a 
! different Gr. word; there it is the word “glad,” “boast,” or “glory,” [kauchēma], 
! which also occurs in 2:16 and 3:3.) Paul wrote frequently in this epistle about the 
! mind of a child of God. One’s manner of life is truly a reflection of what occupies 
! his mind.6

This joy is something that a follower of Jesus desperately needs to dwell in, but it is also 
a powerful expression through a Christian to pre-Christians. Everyone longs for this joy. 
The depression rate continues to rise, suicide is an ever-present reality. Consumerism 
and materialism leave a deep trench of despair in their wake as they desperately try to 
find happiness in all the wrong places and spaces of life.

Imagine if we truly believed God at His Word...that there is a joy available to us that will 
enable us to experience a deeper capacity to love others, to forgive others, to find joy 
even in painful circumstances, and that becomes our North Star filling us with purpose 
and passion.

Imagine if we took God at His Word and allowed Jesus to transform our minds and 
hearts in such a way that the addictions offered to us daily would have no attraction to 
our soul.

Imagine if we took God at His Word and stopped playing religious games trying to 
appease God through dead rituals and a performance based lifestyle, and rested in the 
truth that He will ensure we become the men and women we were created to be, if we 
would do the connecting and let Him do the perfecting.

Imagine what would happen if we would follow Jesus example of Kenosis, emptying 
ourselves of our attachments, our need to be right, our need for power and control and 
began to live connected to God, moment by moment, breath by breath, available and 
obedient to the voice of His Spirit.

Imagine...
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Key Verses in Philippians:

“...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.” 1:6

”For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.” 1:21

“1 If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any 
fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, 2 then make my joy complete by being like-
minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. 3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or 
vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. 4 Each of you should look not only to 
your own interests, but also to the interests of others.
 5 Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:

 6 Who, being in very nature God, 
   did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 
7 but made himself nothing, 
   taking the very nature of a servant, 
   being made in human likeness. 
8 And being found in appearance as a man, 
   he humbled himself 
   and became obedient to death— 
      even death on a cross! 
9 Therefore God exalted him to the highest place 
   and gave him the name that is above every name, 
10 that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 
   in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
11 and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, 
   to the glory of God the Father.”  2:1-11

“17 But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming from your 
faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you. 18 So you too should be glad and rejoice with me.” 2:17-18

“7 But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 8 What is more, I consider 
everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose 
sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not 
having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ—the 
righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.” 3:7-9

“ 4 Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! 5 Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord 
is near. 6 Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, 
present your requests to God. 7 And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard 
your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”  4:4-7

“8 Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is 
lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things. 9 
Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the 
God of peace will be with you.”  4:8-9
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Outline of Philippians (Wiersbe):

I.! The Single Mind (1)

! A.! The fellowship of the Gospel (1:1–11)
! B.! The furtherance of the Gospel (1:12–26)
! C.! The faith of the Gospel (1:27–30)

II.! The Submissive Mind (2)

! A.! Example of Christ (2:1–11)
! B.! Example of Paul (2:12–18)
! C.! Example of Timothy (2:19–24)
! D.! Example of Epaphroditus (2:25–30)

III.! The Spiritual Mind (3)

! A.! The Christian’s past: salvation (3:1–11)
! B.! The Christian’is present: sanctification (3:12–16)
! C.! The Christian’s future: glorification (3:17–21)

IV.! The Secure Mind (4)

! A.! God’s presence: “at hand” (4:1–5)
! B.! God’s peace (4:6–9)
! C.! God’s power (4:10–13)
! D.! God’s provision (4:14–23)7

As we journey together through the book of Philippians, we will be looking at “The 
Philippian Secret to Joy-filled Living” and as such I have divided the teaching  into 
the following areas:

! * Phil. 1:1-11   The Secret of Deep Friendships

! * Phil. 1:12-30   The Secret of Loving Life

! * Phil 2:1-11   The Secret of Self forgetfulness

! * Phil. 2:12-18   The Secret of Illumination

! * Phil. 2:19-29   The Secret of Perseverance

! * Phil. 3:1-11   The Secret of Humility

12



! * Phil. 3:12-21   The Secret of Clear Vision

! * Phil. 4:1-9   The Secret of Right Action

! * Phil. 4:10-23   The Secret of Generosity

I hope this introduction has helped you get a little more familiar with the letter to the 
Philippians, and I pray that you are ready to begin exploring this powerful letter.

Take a moment with me and imagine Paul as he is in prison in Rome. He has just 
finished writing four letters that have the power to change peoples lives, and world 
events. The documents seem innocent enough as each letter/scroll is handed over by 
Paul to a person he loves and trusts. These men will enter the covering of night and 
begin a journey to deliver these documents to their intended recipient.

The four letters taken together have been called “The Anatomy of Christianity” or “The 
Anatomy of the Church.” In these letters we soar to theological hights with Paul, as well 
as walk out our salvation with fear and trembling.

The letter to the Ephesians was carried by Tychicus. He was the leader/pastor of 
that church. In the letter to the Ephesians, Paul reveals the divine nature of the church 
and he shows that Jesus is the head. The Ephesians read about their placement in 
Christ in the heavenlies, and they also hear how the Body of Christ is called to live out 
their mission together.

The letter to the Colossians was carried by Epaphras. It is generally understood that 
he was the leader of the church at Colosse. The letter to the Colossians is another 
powerful document. It unleashes thought after thought about Jesus, His primacy, His 
supremacy, His beauty, His power and His divinity. Christ is the center around which all 
the revolve and were made. Jesus is the physical image of the invisible God, in His 
person, Jesus embodies the fullness of God.

The letter to Philemon was carried by a slave named Onesimus. Philemon was 
Onesimus’ master, but Onesimus had run away. Paul was sending him back to his 
owner (who was a part of the Colossian church). In this letter we see practical 
Christianity in action. How should Philemon welcome and forgive his run away slave? 
How should Onesimus own up to what he has done? In this short and very personal 
letter we experience actual hard choices that need to be faced in a believers life.

The letter to the Philippians was carried by Epaphroditus. He was the pastor/leader 
in Philippi. This letter is a revelation of Paul’s love for his friends and partners in ministry 
from that church. He does not write to correct error, other than to encourage two women 
in the church to make amends. This letter flows from love and reveals how to access an 
overflowing source of love and joy regardless the circumstances. Jesus is the secret, 
the joy, and the center of this letter. The Kenosis passage intones one of the earliest 
creedal statement we have from the early church.
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As these men exited into the darkness of the night to carry these documents, they had 
no idea what was in their possession. In our journey through Philippians, we have been 
given the honor and privilege to feast upon the words that Epaphroditus carried from 
Rome to Europe. 

 Words that transform lives...

  Words that unleash hope...

   Words that reveal our true nature and potential...

I have taught a series through the book of Ephesians called “Inked” and a series 
through the book of Colossians called “Rhythm.” You can listen to those on iTunes.

The letter to the Philippians brings our faith and theology down to earth, reflected in love 
and centered upon the person and work of Jesus. As we begin to understand this letter 
may we also become recipients of Paul’s prayer for the Philippian believers:

“9 And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and 
depth of insight, 10 so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure 

and blameless until the day of Christ, 11 filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes 
through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God.” 

Philippians 1:9-11

Grace and Peace

Pastor Monty

Phil. 1:6
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