
A LETTER OF JOY 
Introduction to the book of Philippians 

It is always encouraging to get a note from a friend who is encouraging you. Someone 

who knows you and has seen your personal struggles and simply wants to encourage 

and exhort you to continue on in the good fight, continue on in faith, continue on in your 

love for Jesus. 

The Apostle Paul knew the Church at Philippi. As a matter of fact, he had a very close 

and personal connection with the Church. It was during his Second Missionary Journey 

where Paul and his team were “forbidden by the Holy Spirit to preach the word in 

Asia.” Luke tells us in Acts 16 – 

6
 Now when they had gone through Phrygia and the region of Galatia, they 

were forbidden by the Holy Spirit to preach the word in Asia. 
7 
After they 

had come to Mysia, they tried to go into Bithynia, but the Spirit did not 

permit them. 
8 
So passing by Mysia, they came down to Troas. 

9 
And a vision 

appeared to Paul in the night. A man of Macedonia stood and pleaded with 

him, saying, "Come over to Macedonia and help us." 
10 

Now after he had 

seen the vision, immediately we sought to go to Macedonia, concluding that 

the Lord had called us to preach the gospel to them. 
11 

Therefore, sailing 

from Troas, we ran a straight course to Samothrace, and the next day came 

to Neapolis, 
12 

and from there to Philippi, which is the foremost city of that 

part of Macedonia, a colony.    

So we see the Apostle was immediately responsive to the direction of the Holy Spirit 

through the vision he was shown. Although doors of ministry had been closed on him, 

the Lord opened the right doors for him.  

What a lesson that is for all of us. How often we fight against what the Lord is 

doing because it doesn’t fit with our personal “Game Plan”.  

Lord teach us to remember: 

Proverbs 3 
5 
Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and lean not on your own 

understanding; 
6 
In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct 

your paths. 



Truly, our God is a God who can and will open doors that no man can shut and shut 

doors that no man dare to open! 

Luke tells us that Philippi was, “the foremost city of that part of Macedonia, a 

colony.” I don’t want to take too long on this, but just to give you the setting of the city 

that Paul is writing to as he sits in his rented house while under custody of the Roman 

government. 

Named after Philip of Macedonia in 356 B.C., Philippi became a Roman possession in 

168 B.C. It was near Philippi in 42 B.C. where Mark Antony and Octavian defeated 

Brutus and Cassius, the two men responsible for the assassination of Julius Caesar. 

After this the city was made into a Roman “colony”, that’s a special designation which 

gave it some special privileges (one of which was lower and fewer taxes). From that 

time Rome worked at populating the city with retired Roman soldiers and others from 

Italy who were completely loyal to Rome and the Empire.  

As a matter of fact, it wasn’t long before people looked at Philippi as a “transplanted 

Rome”. Although much smaller, it had many of the amenities of Rome itself: the Roman 

baths, the Agora (a large, open-air courtyard and marketplace, surrounded by 

colonnades on all four sides), the forum and a large theater. The archeological digs 

have revealed magnificent carvings and structures throughout the city, as well as many 

Latin inscription stating the immense wealth of the city and many of its residents.  

Suffice it to say, Philippi was the major city of the region and with its Macedonian, Greek 

and now Roman history there were a number of pagan religious influences within the 

culture. However, as big of a city as it was, as important as it was to Rome, and its 

impact on the merchant trade of the region, Philippi had very little Jewish influence. 

As a matter of fact, there were very few Jews listed among its population. This helps us 

to understand why when Paul and the missionary team first went to Philippi, they didn’t 

find a Jewish synagogue. In order to have a synagogue, you needed to have at least 

ten Jewish men. As Luke writes to us of Paul’s first encounter with anyone of the Jewish 

faith, we find that he had to go to an outdoor prayer meeting. But there was no mention 

of any men being there at all. 



Acts 16 
13 

And on the Sabbath day we went out of the city to the riverside, where 

prayer was customarily made; and we sat down and spoke to the women 

who met there. 

It was here that he met Lydia, very likely a Gentile proselyte to Judaism. She became 

the first European convert to Christianity, as well as her whole household.  

Shortly after Lydia’s conversion Paul and the others were moving through the city of 

Philippi, Paul had the opportunity to deliver a young girl from being demon possessed. 

This got Paul and Silas in trouble with the local authorities – 

Acts 16 
23 

And when they had laid many stripes on them, they threw them into prison, 

commanding the jailer to keep them securely. 
24 

Having received such a 

charge, he put them into the inner prison and fastened their feet in the 

stocks. 
25 

But at midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to 

God, and the prisoners were listening to them. 

You probably know the story, but soon a massive earthquake not only loosed their 

shackles, but it also opened up the prison doors of the entire prison. As a result, the 

Philippian jailer and his whole family came to Christ. And I would imagine there were 

probably a few of the prisoners. The word tells us they came to Christ and were 

baptized.  

And so we see the birth of the First Baptist Church of Philippi: Lydia and her family and 

perhaps friends, the jailer, his family and perhaps some of the other soldiers, as well as 

perhaps a young formerly demon possessed girl. 

Since that initial visit to Philippi around A.D. 40-50, Paul had two other occasions to 

visit the city in 56 and 57. As he sits in house arrest in Rome penning this letter, it 

would be about A.D. 60-61. How much the church had grown in size during those ten 

years, we have no way of knowing. However, we can conclude from Paul’s letter to the 

Church that they had grown in their faith and walk in Christ Jesus. 

Nowhere in this letter is there a word of strong correction or condemnation. There 

are many exhortations and challenges. Even though the letter was primarily written as a 

“Thank You” letter for their support, the Apostle never misses the opportunity to bring 



instruction and encouragement to live out the Christian life, particularly in such a pagan 

culture.  

Many label Philippians as the Epistle of Joy, and rightly so. It is the most personal of 

all of Paul’s writings until you get to the last verses of the last chapter of the book of 2 

Timothy – Paul’s very last written words that we have.  

Here in the letter to the Philippians, as Paul writes it, while being chained to a Roman 

soldier, while under house arrest, he still uses multiple words of encouragement. 

 First of all we find the Greek word “chara” a total of 4 times – 1:4, 25; 2:2; 4:1. 

The word is simply translated as “joy” but carries with it the fullness of gladness, 

greatly or exceedingly joyful…,1 

 Next we find the Greek word “chairo” a total of eight times: twice in 1:18; 3:1, 

4:4 (twice) and 4:10. In English it is translated most often as rejoice. It carries 

the meaning of to be cheerful, i.e. calmly happy or well-off; as a salutation it can be 

translated as be well:—farewell, be glad, God speed, greeting, hail, joy, rejoice.2 

 A third form would be “synchairo” holds the idea to sympathize or agree in 

gladness together, congratulate:--rejoice along with, found twice in 2:17-18 

 Then lastly “kauchema” (kow'-khay-mah) which is defined as: a proper boast or 

boasting in a good sense 

o Php 2:16 holding fast the word of life, so that I may rejoice in the day 

of Christ that I have not run in vain or labored in vain. 

o Php 3:3 For we are the circumcision, who worship God in the Spirit, 

rejoice in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh, 

So we can easily see a joy-filled attitude as Paul writes to a Church which he has a very 

close connection with.  

What a pleasure it is to get a note from an old friend, as they express the joy of the 

Lord and their joy towards us in our walk in the Lord. This is the letter to the Philippians. 
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For the size of the letter, there are many verses within the letter that have touched the 

hearts of the Church through the years. Some of these you may have memorized... you 

might have them posted on your mirror or refrigerator... some might be a life verse or a 

go-to verse during times of trouble.  

I’m not going to expound much on any of them tonight, but before we start looking at the 

book verse by verse, let’s take the time to look at some of these particular verses that 

have been so meaningful to so many through the years. 

(1:6) “being confident of this very thing, that He who has begun a good work in 

you will complete it until the day of Jesus Christ;  

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

(1:23) “For I am hard-pressed between the two, having a desire to depart and be 

with Christ, which is far better.” 

     

(2:9-11) “Therefore God also has highly exalted Him and given Him the name 

which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of 

those in heaven, and of those on earth, and of those under the earth, and that 

every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the 

Father.” 

   

(2:12) “Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, not as in my 

presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your own salvation 

with fear and trembling;” 

(3:13-14) “Brethren, I do not count myself to have apprehended; but one thing I 

do, forgetting those things which are behind and reaching forward to those things 

which are ahead, I press toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God 

in Christ Jesus.” 



(3:20-21)   “For our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also eagerly wait for 

the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly body that it may 

be conformed to His glorious body, according to the working by which He is able 

even to subdue all things to Himself.” 

  (4:5-7) “Let your gentleness be known to all men. The Lord is at hand. Be 

anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication, with 

thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God; and the peace of God, 

which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds through 

Christ Jesus.” 

  (4:11-13) “Not that I speak in regard to need, for I have learned in whatever state 

I am, to be content: I know how to be abased, and I know how to abound. 

Everywhere and in all things I have learned both to be full and to be hungry, both 

to abound and to suffer need. I can do all things through Christ who strengthens 

me.” 

(4:19) “And my God shall supply all your need according to His riches in glory by 

Christ Jesus.” 

   

As we get into this wonderful letter, we understand that he is writing it while confined 

with chains, bound to a Roman soldier and not quiet sure what the future holds. And 

while Paul is in chains in his house in Rome, Timothy is with him. 

Philippians 1 
1 
Paul and Timothy, bondservants of Jesus Christ, To all the saints in Christ 

Jesus who are in Philippi, with the bishops and deacons: 
2 
Grace to you and 

peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Paul, the former Saul of Tarsus, the foremost persecutor of Christians during his earlier 

years, along with young Timothy, the product of a mixed marriage, his father being 

Greek and his mother being Jewish; Timothy, now a protégé of the great Apostle and 

one who has suffered along with him in many of his trials and persecutions. 



Paul identifies the both of them as being doulos or bondservants of Jesus Christ. This 

doesn’t have anything to do with Paul being under arrest, but at the same time it has 

everything to do with why he is under arrest. In the first part, he is fully surrendered as a 

faithful servant of Jesus Christ, willing to go where ever and do whatever his Master 

tells him. Secondly, because he had been faithful to the Lord Jesus, even to his own 

hurt, he now finds himself as a prisoner of Rome. Not complaining, but simply stating 

the fact that his full surrender to Christ has been even to the point of his personal 

freedom, surrendered for the cause of the Gospel. And Timothy, his faithful companion 

is there at his side. 

Together they write to all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, with the 

bishops and deacons.         

How often through the years the Church has designated as saints those who have been 

seen in some special light or circumstance. The Apostles we are quick to call as Saint 

Paul or Saint Peter, but what about the reality of Saint Bill, or Saint George. We have 

Joann or Saint Shelly. You see we have misunderstood the meaning of the word Paul 

uses here and therefore we have misapplied it.  

The Greek word for saint is hagios (hag'-ee-os), which means one who is consecrated 

or set apart unto God. “Saints” became the Apostle Paul’s favorite name for Christians 

(using the name to describe Believers over 39 times in his writings). The name is also 

used 14 times in the Book of Revelation.3 But yet, it isn’t and should never be 

considered as a common thing. We are called to be separated from the world, we are 

called to be saints. The name carries with it the idea of being pure and blameless, but 

the reality is in Christ we are pure and blameless. It is truly the blood of Jesus Christ 

which cleanses us from all unrighteousness, making us pure and blameless…  

Titus 3 
5 
not by works of righteousness which we have done, but according to His 

mercy He saved us, through the washing of regeneration and renewing of 

the Holy Spirit, 
6 
whom He poured out on us abundantly through Jesus 

Christ our Savior, 

                                            
3
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As Paul and the other writers of the New Testament use this name to designate 

Believers in Jesus Christ they designate their calling: called to be saints.  

“To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, with the bishops and 

deacons.” 

The bishops are the episkopos (ep-is'-kop-os), the superintendents or overseers of the 

Church. In both Paul’s writings and in the writings of Luke in the book of Acts we find 

the word bishop as interchangeable with the word elder or presbuteros (pres-boo'-ter-

os). The base meaning of which is “elderly” but carries the meaning of those who with 

the wisdom of age are in a place of overseeing or caring for the flock. These are the 

ones responsible for the spiritual shepherding or pastoring the flock of God. 

The deacons (the diakonos) dealt more with the oversight of the material or physical 

well-being of the Church. Paul recognized that both were important to the well-being of 

the Church as a whole, thus he addressed each separately, and even distinct from the 

congregation.  

“Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” 

The charis and eirene of God. The order in which Paul always lists them is of utmost 

importance. For if you are desiring the peace of God, you must first come to know the 

grace of God. Only when you fully receive and walk in the grace of God, will you come 

to know the depth of the peace of God. They both work hand and hand in a Believer’s 

life. And the come from God the Father and God the Son. Inseparable from all eternity 

past, and through all eternity future: the Father and the Son and grace and peace. 

Philippians 1 
3 
I thank my God upon every remembrance of you, 

4 
always in every prayer 

of mine making request for you all with joy,  

Always I every prayer… Perhaps he’s using a hyperbole, but I feel this really is his heart 

in reference to the Philippians. We might use the same phrase when we say, I’m 

continually praying for you or I pray for you all the time…  

But we also see that his prayers are with joy. What does he joy in? 



5 
for your fellowship in the gospel from the first day until now,  

He has seen them in action in the past, at the beginning of the ministry and a few years 

later. And with that knowledge comes a confidence… 

6 
being confident of this very thing, that He who has begun a good work in 

you will complete it until the day of Jesus Christ; 

But look closely. Who is his confidence in? Is it the Philippians? No, not really 

7 
just as it is right for me to think this of you all, because I have you in my 

heart, inasmuch as both in my chains and in the defense and confirmation of 

the gospel, you all are partakers with me of grace. 
8 
For God is my witness, 

how greatly I long for you all with the affection of Jesus Christ. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


