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Paul’s Letter to the Philippians 

 

  

  
 

Introduction 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oE9qqW1-BkU  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oE9qqW1-BkU
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• Paul founded the Christian community at Philippi probably around 50 CE. You can read about 
that in Acts 16. 

• Philippi was a fairly small city in the first century – approximately 10,000 inhabitants – situated 
on the major trade/military route (via egnatia) that ran from East to West. 

• Philippi flourished because of silver and gold mines nearby, but these had been worked out long 
before the first century. In the city was important mainly as an agricultural center being situated 
on the edge of a fertile plain where grain and wine were produced.  

• Philippi is the Romanized Greek city, complete with Roman system of government. It was a 
Roman colony and many Italians had been brought in, settled, and who constituted the 
aristocracy of the city. They enjoyed Italian (Roman) legal status and certain tax exemptions. 
(Most of the local first century inscriptions are in Latin, not Greek.) The ruling class were Latin 
in language, culturally and politically Roman. Even so the majority of the inhabitants of the city 
(and region) would have been Greeks, along with immigrants coming as far away as Egypt and 
the rest of the extended empire. 

• Because the city was loyal to Rome, this meant that there was a cult of the Emperor very much 
in evidence. Paul would reference this in his letter with contrasts between Jesus and Caesar. 

• The Philippian church has the distinction of being the first church in Europe – as opposed to 
Turkey which is classed as Asia; see Acts 16. Somewhere around 49-50 A.D., Paul, and his 
coworkers (including Silas and, perhaps, Luke), arrived at this town to start a church. 

 

• The authenticity of the letter as Paul’s is not in serious dispute. It is characterized by joy, a 
remarkable feature given that this letter was written in prison. 

• Some scholars wonder whether the letter is really two or three letters that have been joined 
together. (The reason for this is that there are abrupt jumps in Paul's argument – see 3:1. 
However, this creates other problems such as why did an editor make these joins?) This does 
not alter anything of significance and, I suggest, is purely an (interesting) academic hypothesis.  

• Although Paul is writing from prison (1:7, 12-18) it is uncertain as to which prison he is writing 
from. Tradition has it that it is from Rome. (Rome was about 800 miles away from Philippi and 
any journey between them would be long and tedious, taking about two months.) Another 
suggestion is that Paul wrote the letter from Caesarea (see Acts 24:27). And another suggestion 
is that of Ephesus. It the letter was from Ephesus, then the date would be in the mind 50s AD; 
if it was from Caesarea it would've been written about 60 CE, and if it was around Rome it could 
have been in the early 60s.  

• Why did you write the letter? Paul does not rebuke the church with severity, which he would've 
certainly done had it been necessary! Paul seems to have two main reasons for writing this 
letter. The first is to reassure his readers off his own situation (1: 12–26) and so provide peace 
of mind. The other reason is to commend Epaphroditus and to explain why he is returning to 
Philippi. (Paul may be anxious in case Epaphroditus is criticized for not staying with Paul!) Earlier, 
Paul received a gift from Philippian church. (Prisoners need friends to provide food, etc., for 
them!) Having Epaphroditus as a safe courier provides an opportunity to send a letter back to 
Philippi and expresses his gratitude. 

• We do know that the members of the church in Philippi had experienced hardships (1:28–29). 

• What is particular significant is the famous hymns/poems of Philippians 2:6–11. 
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Philippians Chapter 1 

• Timothy is added in v1 one as a courtesy since he is well known to the Philippians – see Acts 

16:1–12. 

• Paul refers to himself here as “a servant of Messiah Jesus”, rather than as an “apostle” as in 

Corinthians and Galatians. This is perhaps because he does not feel the need to emphasize his 

own authority as an apostle when writing to this particular church. 

• The Greek word for “servant” is also the word that is used for “slave.” In chapter 2 Paul also 

uses the word slave with respect to Jesus. Paul describes the Christian calling, or vocation, in 

terms of being conforming to the pattern of Christ – see chapter 3. Perhaps he is doing this here 

to remind his readers that they should not think too highly of themselves – (see 2: 1-4). To be a 

“slave of God” was an honorable calling in the Old Testament and therefore to be a slave of 

Christ is equally honorable. 

• To “all the saints in Messiah Jesus at Philippi” is a term that is used of “the people of God.” They 

are holy because they belong to God. But their status is that they actually belong to - or in - 

Messiah Jesus. This phrase “in Christ” is a crucial one for Paul. Those who are “in Christ” are 

those who been baptized into him, those who have metaphorically shared his death and 

resurrection, dying to their old lives of sin in order to live with him in the new life of 

righteousness. And later in chapter 2 fault will remind his readers what it means to be “in 

Christ,” and that also includes being united. 

• Paul adds the phrase with bishops and deacons – as though they were not included among the 

saints! For some reason he wishes to single them out for special mention. 

• Grace and peace are typical greetings – Jewish – and they come from God our Father and from 

our Lord Jesus Christ – which again signifies Jesus as Messiah and as Lord (Greek kyrios), not 

Caesar. 

Opening Structure: 

• From 3 to 8 we have a section on Thanksgiving. 

• From 9 to 11 the section on Intercession – prayer 

• from 12 to 26 is news about himself. 

 

• Notice in v6 that reference to “the day of Messiah Jesus” (as opposed to the “Day of the LORD”). 

• After v1, Timothy is not mentioned, and Paul is lapsed into his first person singular! He mentions 

the words: thanks, joy, partnership, confident, good work, completion, grace, affection. 

• V9-10: we see that the words “love” and “knowledge” and “depth of insight and discernment,” 

together with “purity and blameless” in this until “the day of Christ” are all mentioned. “love” 

and “knowledge” connects heart and head, emotion and rationality – we too easily separate 

them! Both practical and theoretical. 

• v11: “fruit of right living.” 
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• The word “brothers” in v12 was (in Greek) understood to include women as well as men! He 

assures them that the setbacks that he has endured have in fact helped the progress of the 

gospel. This is a paradox. He says that he is in chains for Christ – but that the Greek literally is 

“in Christ.” This goes back to Paul's favorite phrase and his understanding that he shares in “the 

suffering of Christ.” 

• Paul’s imprisonment has allowed the gospel to move in exalted circles and has been the means 

for others to speak with confidence and boldness. 

• In verse 18 for rejoices because he expects “deliverance” (literally, “salvation”; a quote from 

Job 13:16). But what kind of deliverance does he have in mind? Could it be that he seems to 

expect to be spared the need to stand trial? Probably not because he seems to be eager to speak 

publicly. 

 


