
PHILIPPIANS 
THE EPISTLE OF JOY 



INTRODUCTION 
Author 

There is little to no argument that Paul (alongside of Timothy) wrote this letter while in 
prison with Philemon, Colossians, and Ephesians also. He was imprisoned several times: 

(a) 1 Acts 16:16-18 in Philippi during the Second Missionary Journey for casting out the 
demonic spirit from a slave girl. 

(b)
(c) 2 In Acts 21:30-32, Paul is imprisoned in Caesarea due to the threat of the Jewish 

people. Although Felix believes him to be innocent he is imprisoned for two years (i.e. 
Acts 24:26-27). This imprisonment eventually leads over into his journey to Rome under 
the protection of Roman officials. 

(d)
(e) 3 Following his arrival in Rome he spends a total of two years under house arrest 

awaiting a visit with Caesar (i.e. Acts 28:30). During that time he was able to receive 
guests into his own home.  

(f)
(g) 4 Some ancient scholars believe he was imprisoned in Ephesus even though the book 

of Acts is silent on this matter. He does allude to more time spent in prison that is 
recorded in 1 Corinthians 15:32 and 2 Corinthians 1:8, 11:23 but these don’t supply 
adequate information about where they took place - just that they did take place. In 
contrast to those verses, Acts 20:31 says “day and night” he preached in Ephesus and 
19:31 describes a favorable relationship with Ephesian officials. 

The imprisonment in Rome makes the most sense when you consider the events that 
unfold in Philippians with the visit of Epaphroditus and the presence of Timothy. There is 
just too much evidence that supports this possibility over the others. We know Paul was 
imprisoned there. He also makes mention of the palace guard (1:3) and Caesar’s 
household (4:22).  

Occasion of the Letter 
When the Philippians heard Paul was in prison they sent an offering by Epaphroditus who 
was to remain with Paul and minister to him, but he got sick. When this letter was written, 
he was feeling well enough to travel back home. This letter was written to commend the 
messenger, let the Philippians know he was okay, and to thank them for their generous 
gift. This letter is personal - not about teaching or doctrine - but relationship. It is possible 
that Paul was closer to them than any other congregation. 



The Audience and Philippi 
The town was founded by Philip of Macedonia (the father of Alexander the Great). Paul first 
visited this town on the Second Missionary Journey (i.e. Acts 16:12-40). There they 
encountered both success and trouble - Lydia and her household were converted, a 
young girl was healed, Paul and Silas were imprisoned (and eventually pardoned), and the 
jailor and his family were converted as well. Overall, Paul’s time spent there laid a great 
foundation that would continue to grow.  

Theme 
Joy. The word itself is mentioned 18 times in 104 verses (roughly 20%). Joy is an emotion 
most often brought about by something exceptionally good or satisfying. Consider the joy 
that both God and the Philippians brought Paul while he was imprisoned. Consider the joy 
they shared in a similar faith, hope, and love for one another.  

Significant Verses 
1:21 and 4:13 are small, short passages that seem to embody who Paul was and the 
state in which Paul lived. 4:13 is one of the most misused verses in scripture. The meaning 
of the verse is much more different that often used. 

Outline 
Like all of Paul’s epistles, this letter begins and ends with personal greetings. The sections 
in-between are a mix bag of personal address, commendation, directions, and warnings. 
The outline of Philippians is listed below: 

Salutation (1:1-2) 

Paul’s Current Situation (1:3-30) 
The Lord’s Example to the Church (2:1-18) 

Paul’s Fellow Workers and Their Present Situations (2:19-30) 
Warnings about False Teaching and Pleas for Unity (3:1-4:1) 

Final Exhortations to the Church in Philippi (4:2-20) 

Goodbye Salutation (4:21-23) 



The Salutation (1:1-2) 

1 Paul introduces himself and Timothy as SERVANTS (1). That will be a continuing trend 
throughout the epistle. 

2 Paul and Timothy send this letter to “all the SAINTS with the overseers (elders, bishops) 
and deacons (servants)” (1). This surely implies organized structural leadership within the 
congregation. We know that the goal of the early evangelism and following instruction was 
to set up congregations with Biblical leadership (i.e. Acts 14:23, 20:17,28; 1 Timothy 
3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9) so this address is a great validation that those goals were being met. 

3 Paul uses the words GRACE and PEACE in each salutation of each epistle he wrote (2). 

Paul’s Current Situation (1:3-30) 

4 Paul begins by telling them he PRAYS for them regularly (3). He says that he makes this 
prayer with “joy” surely implying a great relationship between the two parties. He speaks of 
them fondly not just to others but to God as well. Even though he is separated from them 
he still “thanks God for them in every prayer of mine” (3,4).  

5 He prays for them “because of their PARTNERSHIP in the gospel” (5).  

6 Paul says they are “partakers with him in grace” in both his: 

a IMPRISONMENT (7) 

b DEFENSE and CONFIRMATION of the gospel (7). 

7 He hopes and prays for their “LOVE to abound more and more” (9); however, he 
qualifies that statement by saying he hopes it abounds because of “knowledge and all 
discernment” (9). 

8 He also encourages them to be PURE and BLAMELESS for the “day of Christ” (10).  

9 He also encourages them to be filed with the FRUIT of righteousness that comes 
through Jesus Christ” (11). Surely he is referring to the attitude, behavior, and spirit of the 
Philippians in their service to God and one another. 



10 Verses 12-18 shift the focus from the Philippians to Paul’s IMPRISONMENT. He tells 
them that his predicament has actually “served to advance the gospel” (12). There’s a 
good chance that many in the early Church didn’t expect any good to come out of 
persecution. It was the Apostle’s responsibility to teach them that this is common and 
something that should be expected. 
commitment 

11 He lets them know that the “whole IMPERIAL guard” knows that his imprisonment is 
for Christ (13). Something to consider when we face uncertainty is the example of Paul 
who shared the reason for his hope, patience, and calmness in moments most of us 
wouldn’t (i.e. Philippian jailor, Felix, Festus, Rome). 

12 He then takes time to tell them about a CONFLICT that has arisen among some early 
preachers (15). He tells them that some preach from “good will” while others preach from 
“envy and rivalry.” He says they do this “thinking to afflict me in my imprisonment” (17).  

13 Paul calms them in verse 18 by saying he is not UPSET if they attack his current 
situation or even him as long as “Christ is proclaimed.” 

14 Paul’s crowing verse of COMMITMENT is found in 1:21. He profoundly states what 
every Christian should be able to say - my life is service to God and my death is a reward.  

15 Paul says in 1:23 that is he is HARD PRESSED between choosing life or death that 
“my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better.” It’s not often that you hear 
or believe someone is ready and willing to depart this world so easily.  

16 Paul believes he will remain alive because of his WORK with Christians in this world 
(1:23,24). He knew his service to them was important, he knew they need encouragement 
and teaching that he could provide through his service. He knew that would “glory in Christ 
Jesus because of his coming to them again” (26).  

17 He encourages them to live a life WORTHY of the gospel of Christ (27). He asks them 
to do this so that he may hear of their good deeds and so that they would discourage 
those who stood against them (28).  

18 He finishes this section by telling them that their SUFFERING was for Christ’s sake (29) 
and would be similar to what they heard Paul was facing and fighting. He says “it has been 
granted to you” seemingly implying that this was an opportunity.  



The Lord’s Example to the Church (2:1-18) 

19 The first 4 verses present the idea that “unity is found through HUMILITY .” Humility is 
about having a proper perspective, the perspective we should have is to put God first, 
others second, and ourselves last (see also Matthew 22:36-40).  

20 Paul encourages them to avoid “selfish AMBITION “ and to “esteem others better than 
yourself” (3). How does that idea seem counterintuitive to so many things our world 
teaches today? 

OUR WORLD SAYS “DO WHAT MAKES YOU HAPPY!” 

21 In verse 4 he encourages us to “not ONLY look out for you own interests but also the 
interests of others.” That should be a callback to Matthew 22:36-40 where Jesus tells us 
we are to “love ourselves,” just others first. 

22 The conversation now goes to the example of Jesus HUMILITY .  The text presents 
the idea that Jesus willingly gave up “His reputation” and “equality with God” to take the 
form of a “bondservant, and come in the likeness of man” (6-7). Nothing about this should 
give the idea that He removed His Divinity - merely His position. 

23 He took the “APPEARANCE of man” according to verse 8. Why would that choice of 
word be significant? What does appearance really mean? 

WE SEE APPEARANCE AS AN OUTWARD IMAGE. 
SEE 1 SAMUEL 16:7 TO SEE HOW GOD SEES. 

24 Notice that Jesus becoming a man required OBEDIENCE (8). Obedience inherently 
requires devotion, respect, and/or fear. There’s no reason to believe Jesus was afraid of 
the Father, but there is reason to believe He was devoted to the Will of God and respected 
His position in the plan (and trinity).  

25 Because of Jesus’ obedience, the Father “highly EXALTED Him and gave Him a name 
above all names” (9). The idea of exaltation is to be placed (on purpose) at a higher or 
more powerful level. It is to be held with high regard above those you’re compared with. 

26 Jesus was exalted so that “every KNEE would bow and every tongue would confess 
that Jesus Is Lord” (9-11).  



27 Notice how the actions of Jesus are an exact REPRESENTATION of what Paul 
encouraged them to be in verses 1-4.  

28 Paul encourages the Philippians because of their OBEDIENCE found both in his 
“presence and absence” (12).  

29 He tells them to “work out their own SALVATION with fear and trembling” (12) because 
“it is God who works in you” (13). Surely these are already baptized Christians, what could 
Paul be encouraging them to do in these verses? 

THIS IS ABOUT THEIR POST-SALVATION DEVOTION AND COMMITMENT. 

30 He then encourages them to “do all things without COMPLAINING and disputing so 
they can become blameless...children of God without fault” (14-15). The reason he asks 
them to be this way is to draw a contrast between them and the “crooked and perverse 
generation” they live in. Their example is to be a “shining light” (see also Matthew 5:14-16). 

31 Notice that he asks them to do this so that he will have not “LABORED / RUN in 
vain” (16). It’s obvious that he cares not just for them but for the work (and time) that was 
invested in them prior to his arrest and the writing of this letter. He pleads with them to 
“hold fast to the word of life” which is undoubtedly the wisdom of God’s Word that had 
been given to them. 

32 He finishes this section with a brief STATEMENT about his potential outcome. Notice 
that he doesn’t know (with certainty) that his death is approaching but if it is, “I am glad 
and rejoice with you all and ask you to be glad and rejoice with me” (17-18).  



Paul’s Fellow Workers and Their Present Situations (2:19-30) 

33 Paul hopes to send TIMOTHY to them soon after the arrival of this letter (2:19). He 
wants to send him because: 

	 a “I have NO ONE like him” (2:20). 

	 b “He will be GENUINELY concerned for their welfare” (2:20). 

	 c Everyone else will “seek their own INTERESTS” (2:21). 

	 d The Philippians know Timothy’s “PROVEN worth” (2:22). 

	 e Timothy is his “SON who served with me in the Gospel” (2:22). 

34 Paul hopes to send Timothy when his IMPRISONMENT is sorted and he knows “how 
it will go with me” (2:23). 

35 Paul lets them know that he is sending EPAPHRODITUS back to them (2:25,26). He  
has been encouraged by this man who was his “minister,” but is eager to send him back 
because Epaphroditus “has been longing for you all” (2:26).   

36 We learn from the letter that Epaphroditus was SICK and “near to death” (2:27) but is 
at the time of writing better because “God had mercy on him” (2:27).  

37 Paul says that God also showed him MERCY so that he wouldn’t have “sorrow upon 
sorrow” (2:27). 

38 Because of his illness, Paul is more “EAGER to send him so that they may rejoice at 
seeing him again” (2:28). You should get the feeling that Paul was genuinely worried about 
his friend and his friend’s family and home congregation. His regard for the wellbeing of his 
co-workers is something worth commending and duplicating. 

39 Paul also encourages them to “HONOR such men” (2:29) as Epaphroditus. He says 
honor him because: 

	 a “He nearly DIED for the work of Christ” (2:30). 

	 b “He RISKED his life to complete what was lacking in your (the Philippian 	
	 Church) service to me” (2:30). 



Warnings about False Teaching and Pleas for Unity (3:1-4:1) 

40 Paul encourages them to pay ATTENTION to those who worship the “flesh” and put 
confidence in this life (3:2-4). 

41 He tells them that he has “REASON to be confident in the flesh” because he was a 
Jew and bore the physical evidence to prove it (3:5). He also highlights his role as a 
“Pharisee, persecutor of the Church, and a blameless man under the law” (3:5,6). 

42 Paul says he was willing to “count EVERYTHING as loss for the sake of Christ” (3:7,8). 
This idea of letting go is a prevalent theme throughout Scripture. Letting go of temporary 
things to embrace Godly things is a true hallmark of God’s children. 

43 He says that his RIGHTEOUSNESS has come from “faith” and not “from the 
Law” (3:9). He clearly draws a line between what the Jews believe is a “righteousness of 
their own” versus a “righteousness (that comes) from God” (3:9). 

44 This faith allows a person to know the “power of Christ’s RESURRECTION, and allows 
them share in His suffering and become like Him in His death” (3:10). Notice that the 
reason that is so important is so that we can “attain the resurrection of the dead” (3:11). 

45 Paul is clear that he is still “forgetting what lies behind to STRAIN for what lies 
ahead” (3:13). He does that because he has not attained “perfection” or “obtained (this) 
resurrection from the dead” yet (3:12). 

46 He reassures them that he is still “PRESSING on toward the goal” (3:14). This goal is 
the “upward call of God in Christ Jesus” (3:14). He also encourages those of them who are 
“mature to think this way and to hold true to what we have (already) attained” (3:16).  

47 He tells them in verse 17 to “keep your EYES on those who walk accordingly” (3:17).  
They are to do this because many are “enemies of the cross” (3:18). 

48 Those “enemies of the cross” have their “minds set on WORLDLY things” and “their 
end is destruction because the god is their belly” (3:20). 

49 He tells them finally to “STAND firm” (4:1) and avoid that peril. 



Final Exhortations to the Church in Philippi (4:2-20) 

50 Paul’s first exhortation in this section is for two servants to “AGREE in the Lord” (4:2). 
He does not reveal the source of tension (so it must not be too important). The word 
“agree” here and “be of the same mind” found in 2:2 are the same Greek phrase. 

51 Notice that he believes a THIRD-PARTY is necessary to help them reconcile (4:3) 
because they “labored side by side with me (Paul) in the gospel.”  

52 The section from 4:4-9 can be described as Paul’s command to REJOICE in your faith. 
Notice he also tells them to: 

	 a Be REASONABLE (4:5). This is a key to maintaining unity. 

	 b Do not be ANXIOUS (4:6; also Matthew 6:25-34) 

	 c Pray with a THANKFUL heart (4:6) 

	 d So that the PEACE of God will guard you (4:7). 

	 e MEDITATE on Godly things and honor them (4:8-9). 

53 Paul’s reason for joy can be partially attributed to their CONCERN for him (4:10). He 
knows they were “concerned for him without an opportunity to help” (4:10).  

54 There concern for him was noble but for a moment UNNECESSARY. Please notice 
that he says at the moment “I am not in need because I have learned to be content in 
whatever situation I find myself” (4:11). Knowing that he is in prison should give this 
statement some real-life perspective for each of us.  

55 The famous passage of 4:13 is preceded by Paul’s BALANCED look at life. He has 
seen both sides of the “tracks” and knows that he can survive both (4:12). 

56 4:13 is better translated, “I can ENDURE all things through Him who strengthens me.” 
This verse does not mean God will bless everything a person does. Within the context of 
the letter it emphasizes obedience to God and service to others as the precursor to 
surviving life’s difficulties and overcoming life’s challenges. 



57 With all that being said, he then THANKS them for their outpouring of help in 4:14. He 
goes on to explain (by recollection) why they are so important to each other. Paul’s early 
work in Macedonia was successful because of God’s direction, his faithfulness, and the 
enthusiasm of the Philippian congregation to “enter into a partnership with Paul in giving 
and receiving” (4:15). 

58 Paul also thanks them for the GIFT that came by Epaphroditus’ hand (4:18). They were 
generous to Paul before (in Thessalonica, 4:16) and have been again here.  

58 He tells them in 4:19 that God will “SUPPLY every need of yours according to His 
riches and glory in Christ Jesus.” It seems the truth of Luke 6:38 is found here in their lives. 

Goodbye Salutation (4:21-23) 

59 Notice in the end that he tells them “the BROTHERS who are with me greet 
you” (4:21). The letter ends with confirmation that Paul is not only safe but successful while 
imprisoned. We should always remember that his work didn’t stop when his freedom was 
taken away. 

60 The phrase “those of CAESAR’S household” (4:22) more than likely means some 
servants who worked in the royal palace were converted. We have no reason to believe 
that this would mean members of the royal family. 


