
Session 1: Philippians 1:1–11 

SESSION GOALS 

Every session has a point—what each participant should walk away from the discussion knowing, feeling, 
and doing. 
 
Main Idea: The fellowship we experience with other Christians comes by God’s grace and produces joy 
and love. 
 
Head Change: To know the joy, gratitude, and love we experience as being a part of God’s family. 
 
Heart Change: To feel joyful about the fellowship we have with other Christians. 
 
Life Change: To care for the Christians around us through prayer. 

OPEN 

Who has been a hero to you? In what ways has that person impacted you to be the person you are 
today? 
 
We can all think of someone—a parent, teacher, friend, boss, or coach—who’s impacted us. The book 
we’re about to study was written to a group of people that made a difference in Paul’s life. The book of 
Philippians is a letter written by the apostle Paul to a church he cherished and that also cherished him. 
 
This session looks at the beginning of chapter 1, where Paul starts off his letter greeting and praying for the 
beloved church. Speaker and author Jo Saxton will walk us through what these opening verses mean for 
us as members of God’s family.  

READ 

Read Philippians 1:1–11. 

WATCH 

Before viewing the session, here are a few important things to look for in Jo Saxton’s teaching. As you 
watch, pay attention to how Jo answers the following questions.  
 
How did the church in Philippi get started? 
 
How would you describe Paul’s relationship with the Philippians? 
 
What does Paul do to express his love for the Philippians? 
 
Show Session 1: Philippians 1:1–11 (10 minutes) 

DISCUSS 

Jo Saxton started off the video by explaining the back story of the Philippian church. She recalled the story 
told in Acts 16 of Paul meeting Lydia (a businesswoman who became the first Christian in Philippi) and the 
events that followed. From Jo’s explanation, what impression do you have of the church in Philippi 
and Paul’s relationship he had with them?  
 
[Note: For further study on the background of the church in Philippi, see Go Deeper Section 1 at the end of 
this session.] 
 



Read Philippians 1:1–8.  
 
Jo compared Paul’s relationship with the Philippians to the kind of friendship that picks up right where it left 
off—full of joy, fondness, and gratitude. What from these first eight verses show Paul’s affection for 
the Philippians? 
 
[Note: For further study on Paul’s greeting in Philippians, see Go Deeper Section 2 at the end of the 
session.] 
 
Paul talks about the gratitude and joy he has when he prays for the Philippians. The theme of joy runs 
throughout the book—Jo called it the “letter of joy.” How would you describe the joy Paul talks about in 
these opening verses? 
 
Joy is more than simple happiness. Joy is an attribute of God, produced in us by the Holy Spirit. When we 
experience joy—especially among other Christians— we know it’s been supernaturally supplied by God. 
What does it look like to experience joy because of the fellowship we have with other Christians? 
When have you experienced that type of joy? 
 
[Note: For further study on Paul’s use of the word joy, see Go Deeper Section 3 at the end of this session.] 
 
The next few verses unpack why we’re able to experience joy because of our relationships with other 
Christians. In verse 6, Paul reminds the Philippians that God will complete the work he started in them. The 
same can be said of us—we can be confident that God continues to make us more holy. What difference 
has it made in your walk with Jesus to know that God is working— and will continue to work—in 
you until Jesus comes back? 
 
God works in us to make us more holy. Paul continues by explaining why that truth directly impacts the 
fellowship we have with Christians. What reasons does Paul give in verse 7 for why he feels the way 
he does about the Philippians? 
 
Paul cares deeply for the Philippians—that much is evident in verse 7. But he also reminds the Philippians 
that he has affection for them because they share in God’s grace. In other words, they have common 
ground through the grace God has given all of them. What are some other examples of things all 
Christians have in common? In what ways is it helpful to remember what we have in common? 
 
Read Philippians 1:9–11.  
 
What does Paul pray for the Philippians in verses 9–11? How would your life look different if you 
knew another Christian prayed the same things for you? 
 
[Note: For further study on prayer in the church, see Go Deeper Section 4 at the end of this session.] 
 
Looking back over these first eleven verses, what are some ways we benefit from the community 
we experience through the family of God? 
 
We are members of a family bound together through the love and grace of God. This foundation can help 
us grow our relationships with other Christians to the point where we’re as affectionate, prayerful, and 
joyful as Paul is in this letter. What’s your experience been like with other Christians? In what ways 
have you experienced the type of relationship Paul had with the Philippians?  
 
The importance of Christian fellowship will come up a lot in our study of Philippians. Following Jesus 
means we’ve been brought into a family. Jo talked about some of the Christians in her life who’ve 
influenced her faith. Who has made an impact on your walk with Christ? What did you learn from him 
or her? 



 
As we saw in this opening session, Christian community is a two-way street. Paul called the Philippians his 
partners in the gospel. If we want Christian community, we have to be willing to invest in the Christians 
around us. One of the ways we express our love for other Christians is through prayer. Jo encouraged us 
to pray like Paul did for our Christian friends. What could it look like for you to spend some intentional 
time in prayer for a Christian friend this week? 

LAST WORD 

The book of Philippians unpacks what it means to follow Jesus in day-to-day life. One of the key aspects of 
life with Jesus is his people—the church. Paul’s relationship with the Philippians gives us a glimpse of 
healthy Christian community. The reality is, however, that many of us have experienced unhealthy 
relationships with other Christians. Jo encouraged us to fight for healthy Christian fellowship instead of 
retreating away from the Christians in our lives when we feel hurt. Whether you are in a wounded or 
healthy position when it comes to the church, we can all take practical steps toward loving the Christians 
God has placed in our lives. 
 
When Christian community is healthy, we can experience the same joy, gratitude, and love Paul expresses 
for the Philippians in these opening verses. As we discussed in this session, healthy community can begin 
with us. Following Jesus means we love his people. One of the most loving things we can do is pray for the 
Christians in our lives. 
 
Let’s love the people of God by praying for them this week.  

GO DEEPER 

The Go Deeper section has two potential functions. It can supplement your small group discussion by 
providing extra discussion material. We’ve highlighted a place where each of the following segments could 
fit in the Discuss section of the study guide. 
 
But you can also use these sections as short devotionals to carry you through the week until your next 
group meeting. Consider reading one section a day to deepen your study of the book of Philippians.  
 
1. Background 
 
Read Acts 16:6–40.  
 
How does Luke describe the city of Philippi in verse 12?  
 
Jo mentioned in the video that, since Philippi was a Roman colony, it would have been immersed in its 
culture and traditions. It was a stop on the Egnatian Way, a trade route through Asia Minor. It was a town 
with a variety of people of various classes and standings, a few of whom we meet in Acts 16. 
 
Who were the first two members of the church in Philippi? What, if anything, did they have in 
common before they became Christians? 
 
What’s similar about their conversion stories? 
 
Lydia and the Philippian jailer had little in common before they followed Jesus. We’ll talk a lot about 
Christian community as we study this letter. One of the ways we can benefit from being a part of God’s 
family is the common ground we gain through belief in Jesus. If we have conflict or division in the church, 
we can always remember the ways God unites us through belief in Jesus and the presence of the Holy 
Spirit. 
 



Make a list of what you have in common with other Christians because of Jesus. What could you do to 
remind yourself of those truths as you interact with other Christians this week? 
 
2. Peek at the Greek: Paul’s Greeting 
 
Read Philippians 1:1–2. 
 
We learn in elementary school how to write a formal letter. We format it a certain way and start with “Dear.” 
Letters in the Roman empire also followed a specific format, and we can see that format at the beginning of 
Philippians. In verse 2, he offers the common greeting of grace and adds it to the Jewish greeting of peace. 
But he includes other important words that set up what he’s about to address in his letter. 
 
Why do you think Paul would describe himself and Timothy as slaves of God? 
 
The word for slave, doulos, referred to someone who was controlled completely by another person. While 
the kind of slavery in the Roman Empire differed from the kind of slavery we’re familiar with in North 
American history—or even from modernday human trafficking—it still meant a person was owned by 
someone else. They had no rights, no freedoms, no say. For Paul to call himself a slave of Jesus shows 
how devoted Paul was to Jesus and how Paul viewed himself in comparison to Jesus.  
 
What stands out to you about how Paul labels himself at the beginning of this letter? 
 
Paul calls his recipients hagios, a term commonly used to describe people who belonged to God. Right at 
the beginning of the letter, Paul reminds the Philippians of their special relationship to God through Jesus 
Christ. What difference does it make in your day-to-day attitude to know that you belong to God? 
 
This study on Philippians will explore what it means to be part of God’s family. When we follow Jesus, he 
changes the way we view ourselves and each other. Spend some time in prayer, asking God to prepare 
you for what he will teach you through this study. 
 
3. Peek at the Greek: Joy in Philippians 
 
Read Philippians 1:3–6. 
 
What’s Paul’s tone toward the Philippians in this passage? 
 
The book of Philippians is commonly known as the letter of joy. It earns the name partially because it’s one 
of Paul’s most positive books. It, unlike all of Paul’s other letters, doesn’t carry heavy criticism for the 
church that received the letter. 
 
Read Galatians 1:6–7 and 1 Corinthians 1:10–13.  
 
What’s different about Paul’s tone in these passages compared to the opening of Philippians? 
 
One of the ways Paul shows his positive attitude toward the Philippians is through his word choice. He the 
word Greek word chara, meaning joy, fourteen times in both noun and verb form throughout the letter (1:4, 
18, 25; 2:2, 17, 18, 28, 29; 3:1; 4:1, 4, 10). What’s most astounding is that Paul writes about joy while in 
prison. We’ll dive more into the specifics of his imprisonment later, but for now, let’s reflect on Paul’s 
attitude. 
 
Take some time to think about your attitude toward God, yourself, and your life. Would you describe it as 
joyful? Why or why not? 
 
Spend a couple of minutes in prayer, asking God to teach you more about joy through studying Philippians. 



 
4. Prayer in the Church 
 
Prayer has always been an essential marker of God’s people. From the earliest days of Israel to Jesus in 
the garden of Gethsemane to the church in Acts, the people of God cry out to him in prayer. Prayer can be 
as simple as talking to God about your day and as powerful as beseeching God for a miracle. 
 
Take a moment to reflect on your attitude toward prayer. What’s been your experience with prayer? 
Where do you see room for growth? 
 
Jo encouraged us to pray for the Christians in our lives as Paul did for the Philippians. It can sometimes 
feel overwhelming to pray for a large amount of people. Over the thousands of years since Jesus 
ascended the church has composed and compiled prayers for Christians to use as part of their spiritual 
routine. We’ve listed two, one from The Book of Common Prayer and the other from Augustine, an early 
church father. Consider using these words as you pray for your Christian community this week. 
 

O God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, our only Savior, the Prince of Peace: Give us grace 
seriously to lay to heart the great dangers we are in by our unhappy divisions; take away all hatred 
and prejudice, and whatever else may hinder us from godly union and concord; that, as there is but 
one Body and one Spirit, one hope of our calling, one Lord, one Faith, one Baptism, one God and 
Father of us all, so we may be all of one heart and of one soul, united in one holy bond of truth and 
peace, of faith and charity, and may with one mind and one mouth glorify thee; through Jesus Christ 
our Lord. Amen.  
(The Book of Common Prayer, 818) 

 
Look upon us, O Lord, and let all the darkness of our souls vanish before the beams of thy 
brightness. Fill us with holy love, and open to us the treasures of thy wisdom. All our desire is known 
unto thee, therefore perfect what thou hast begun, and what thy Spirit has awakened us to ask in 
prayer. We seek thy face, turn thy face unto us and show us thy glory. Then shall our longing be 
satisfied, and our peace shall be perfect. 
(Augustine) 

  
 


