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Bible 101   
Philippians 

February 15, 2023 
 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts 
 
 
Important sections to read 

• Phil. 1:3-11 = Paul’s prayer for the Philippians 

• Phil. 2:5-11 = Christ poem/hymn 

• Phil. 4:4-9 = Exhortations to the people 
 
Authorship/Time period/Audience 
 
The letter to the Philippians consists of at least three separate letter fragments by Paul to the 
church in the city of Philippi. Paul first visited the Roman city (in what is now northeast Greece) 
between 49 and 51 CE; the church he established there was the first Christian church in Europe. 
Paul wrote the letters during one of the times he was in prison sometime between 54 and 60 
CE. Later, those in charge of compiling Paul’s writings put together the fragments into one 
letter. 
 
Because there were few Jews in Philippi, Paul’s converts were mostly Gentiles. His first visit, 
during his second missionary journey, is reported in Acts chapter 16. 
 

        
 
Philippi was abandoned in the 14th century CE. The present village of Filippoi is located near the 
archaeological site of Philippi; that site was classified as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2016. 
 
Overall theme 
 
Because the letter consists of parts of separate letters, there are sometimes abrupt shifts in 
tone and topic. But there is an overall theme of “joy” in the letter: joy in how he remembers the 
people he knew in Philippi and his encouragement that the people there should rejoice in the 
Lord. (This letter is considered the most joyous of all the letters of Paul.) 
 

I thank my God for every remembrance of you, always in every one of my prayers for all 
of you, praying with joy for your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now. 
(1:3-5) 
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Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. (4:4) 

 
Chapters 1-2 (one letter fragment) 
 
Although Paul writes of his upcoming sentence in Rome and the potential for his death, he 
encourages the Philippians to imitate his ability to rejoice in the Lord no matter what one’s 
circumstances may be. He tells them that his being in prison has helped spread the Christian 
message (1:12-14) via his preaching to the guards and others. He is confident that God’s grace 
is with him in prison and that confidence extends to God’s care for the Philippians. 
 
He mentions the Philippians’ colleague Epaphroditus in chapter 2 (and again in chapter 4) who 
had brought gifts from them for Paul. He had been ill but is now recovered and Paul is sending 
him back home. Paul hopes also to send his colleague Timothy to them, especially if he cannot 
travel to them again, so that he can have more news of them. He has much more of a personal 
connection with the Philippians than with people in other cities where he had lived and 
preached. 
 
The highlight of this section is the “Christ poem” (or “Christ hymn”) in 2:5-11. It isn’t known if 
Paul is the author or if he is quoting it from another source. It reads as if it is a creed or a 
confession of faith. 

Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 

who, though he existed in the form of God, 
    did not regard equality with God 
    as something to be grasped, 
but emptied himself, 
    taking the form of a slave, 
    assuming human likeness. 
And being found in appearance as a human, 
    he humbled himself 
    and became obedient to the point of death— 
    even death on a cross. 

Therefore God exalted him even more highly 
    and gave him the name 
    that is above every other name, 
so that at the name given to Jesus 
    every knee should bend, 
    in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 
and every tongue should confess 
    that Jesus Christ is Lord, 
    to the glory of God the Father. 
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Chapter 3 (another fragment) 
 
Just as Paul wrote in his letters to other churches, he reminds the Philippians that circumcision 
is not a requirement for being a Christian. He is not chiding the people as he has needed to do 
in letters to others; he is using this reminder as a way to tell them again of his past dedication 
to the Law as a Jew, as a Pharisee, as a persecutor of Christians -- but all the accomplishments 
of his past mean nothing when compared with “the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my 
Lord” (3:8).  
 
But Paul doesn’t think he has reached that goal yet: 
 

Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal, but I press on to 
lay hold of that for which Christ has laid hold of me. Brothers and sisters, I do not 
consider that I have laid hold of it, but one thing I have laid hold of: forgetting what lies 
behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal, toward the 
prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus. (3:12-14) 

 
Chapter 4 (another fragment) 
 
Paul’s love for the Philippians is seen as he includes final words of encouragement in verses 4-9, 
again noting their personal connection. He ends, as always in his letters, with greetings and a 
benediction. 
 

        
      Phil. 4:6-7 
 
 

Reflection 
 
This letter to the Philippians is an epistle of “joy.” Joy is so much more than “happiness.” 
Happiness can come and go. Joy is centered on our life with Christ. When have you felt joy?  
Have you felt joy even in times or situations that were not happy?  
 
 


