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L E T T E R  T O  T H E  P H I L I P P I A N S  
 

1) Authorship: The letter is all but unanimously regarded as being written by the apostle Paul (1:1). 
 

2) Date & Provenance: While we are certain that Paul wrote the letter while in prison (1:13-14), 

we do not know exactly where or when this imprisonment happened.  There are three popular 

assertions. 

a. Rome (ca. 61-63): this imprisonment is noted in Acts 28:16-31. 

b. Caesarea (ca. 58-60):  this imprisonment is noted in Acts 23:23 - 26:32. 

c. Ephesus (ca. 56): there are no extant records of any imprisonment for Paul in Ephesus, but he 

does speak of danger and conflict in Ephesus (Acts 19:23-41; 1 Cor. 15:32).  Although it may 

seem the more dubious option due to its lack of historical record, Ephesus could be the 

location that makes the most geographic sense given its relatively close proximity as 

compared to the other two locations. 
 

3) Destination: Its named recipients were the believers living in Philippi (1:1), a prominent and 

powerful Roman colony (Acts 16:12).  The colony appears to have been populated largely by 

military veterans after the Roman civil wars of 42 B.C.  These Roman citizens exhibited strong 

national pride in their religious practices and civic life, even appearing to have Latin as their 

language of choice over and above the much more common Greek.  While not being a large city, 

it was an important economic center due to land and sea trade routes.  It is interesting to note that 

there is little to no evidence or there being a Jewish synagogue in Philippi during Paul’s life. 
 

4) Occasion & Purpose: 
a. Many scholars hold that the main purpose behind the writing of the letter was as a sort of 

‘thank you note’ from Paul to the Philippians for the gift that he had received from them via 

Epaphroditus (4:10-20).  It also explains Epaphroditus’ delay in going back to Philippi, as 

well as conveys news about Paul’s personal circumstances. 

b. Other scholars, while acknowledging the above, see the ‘Christ hymn’ (2:6-11) as the lens 

through which to properly view the letter.  In other words, while there are clear relational 

occasions to compel the writing of this letter, those merely serve as the undergirding of 

Paul’s overarching exhortation to the Philippians through his elaboration and expounding on 

the ‘Christ hymn’. 
 

5) Special Issues: 
a. Is the ‘Christ hymn’ composed or appropriated by Paul?  If Paul did not compose it, then 

where/when did it come from? 

i. Most scholars do not feel that Paul composed this passage purely by himself. However, 

as we are all prone to do, we quote and/or appropriate the thoughts or writings of others 

when we feel that they have stated and conveyed our intent better than what we could 

have done by ourselves. 

b. Is the letter to the Philippians one letter or two, or maybe even three? 

i. Many scholars see 3:1b - 4:20 as a separate letter. 

ii. Many also argue that Philippians is actually three letters. 

Even with this debate it is still most appropriate for us to study the letter as a unified 

whole.  To not do so would be to swing the pendulum of critical debate unduly away from 

God’s intent for holy living and discipleship through the Scriptures that he has deemed 

for us to inherit. 
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