
Introduction to Philippians
[J.B. Lightfoot on "Paul's Epistle to the Philippians.]

1 Corinthians 1:11  Become mimickers of me as I of Christ
Polycarp: neither me nor any other like me attain unto the wisdom of the blessed and glorious 
Paul.
Clement called Paul "the greatest example"

This Book: Not Dogma, Not Ethics, ...just Jesus

.. Though the gospel is capable of doctrinal exposition, though it is eminently fertile in moral 
results, yet its substance is neither a dogmatic system nor ethical code, but a Person and a 
Life."

Philippians 1:21 For me, to live is Christ...
Philippians 3:10 My goal is to know him and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship 
of his sufferings
Philippians 4:13 I am able to do all things through Christ who strengthens me

This epistle is the spontaneous utterance of Christian love and gratitude, called forth by 
a recent token which the Philippians had given of their loyal affection. 

Philippians 4:10 I rejoiced greatly in the Lord that at last you renewed your concern for me. 
Indeed, you were concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it.

As the pure expression of personal feeling, not directly evoked by doctrinal or practical 
errors....

"The Philippian church was bound to the apostle by [the closest of] ties.... His language [lacks 
the disciplinarian tone]; the absence of appeal to his apostolic authority, the providing tone of 
satisfaction, even the individual expressions of love and praise. ...in the epistle to the 
Philippians the apostle's commendation is ... lavish, ... his affection  [deep]. He utters no 
misgivings of their loyalty, no suspicions of false play, no reproaches of disorderly living, no 
warnings against grosser sins. … of errors in doctrine there is not the faintest trace in the 
Philippian church. (The threefold division found in other epistles of (1) explaining his 
disappointment, (2) confirming the Scripture and (3) exhorting against error ... are not found 
here.) 

Of errors in doctrine, there is not the faintest trace in the Philippian Church."
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"To all ages of the church – to our own especially – this epistle reads a great lesson. While we 
are [spending] our strength on theological definitions or ecclesiastical rules, it recalls us from 
these distractions to the very heart and center of the gospel – the life of Christ and the life in 
Christ. Here is the meeting point of all our differences, the healing of all our feuds, the true life 
alike of individuals and ...  churches: here doctrine and practice are wedded together; for here is 
the  “Creed of [all] creeds“ involved in and arising out of the work of [all] works."

Paul's Imprisonment in Rome

Paul was imprisoned A.D. 58-62[3], the second half in Rome. After a short release he was in 64 
AD imprisoned in the Mamertine Prison (a dungeon in ancient Rome. ) until he was martyred.

2 Timothy 1:8 "Do not be ashamed to testify about our Lord, or ashamed of me his prisoner." 

Philippians l:13 my bonds have become manifest in Christ in the whole praetorium [the 
governor's palace] ... and to the other places -- all. 

Acts 23:35 'I will hear thee -- said [Felix, Governor, who replaced Pilate]   -- when thine 
accusers also may have come;' he also commanded him to be kept in the praetorium of Herod.

More likely, "...In the great camp, the headquarters of the praetorians, ...  to the north east of 
the city ...[which] might have contained within its precincts lodgings rented by prisoners under 
military custody."

Acts 25:11-12 "...to Caesar I appeal! ... then Festus, having communed with the council, 
answered, 'To Caesar thou hast appealed; to Caesar thou shalt go...

Rigorous confinement meant being chained to two soldiers. Peter was Acts 12:6 [Peter was 
sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two chains] and earlier in Paul's imprisonment Acts 
21:33 [the chief captain came near, and took him, and commanded him to be bound with two 
chains].  But this were relaxed later for Paul, Acts 24:23 [Felix commanded a centurion to keep 
Paul, and to let him have liberty, and that he should forbid none of his acquaintance to minister 
or come unto him]. 

Agrippina's Murder

Agrippina was Nero's mother whom he accused of sedition. Nero's passion for Poppaea [an 
affair] daily grew more ardent. As the woman had no hope of marriage or of Octavia's [Nero's 
wife] divorce while Agrippina lived, Poppaea would reproach Nero with incessant [bitter and 
abusive language] and sometimes call him a mere ward who was under the rule of others, that 
he was not at liberty ...though emperor.  Paul had been 2 years in Rome under guard sharing the 
Gospel. Acts 28:30-31 Paul remained an entire two years in his own hired house, and was 
receiving all those coming in unto him, preaching the reign of God, and teaching the things 
concerning the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness -- ἀκωλύτως [unhindered.]
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The long-deferred trial, there is good ground to believe would have ended in an acquittal and 
release, were it not for 2 reasons historically suggested:
Poppaea' influence

• Josephus, going to Rome to appeal for the release of Jewish priest incarcerated there, 
was introduced to Poppaea who was favorably disposed toward the Jewish people 
and released them [circa 63 A.D.].  

• Festus had erected a tower overlooking the Temple court to spy on the ritual which 
angered the priests. The Jews appealed to Nero to have the Tower torn down. 
"Poppaea interested herself in the success of their mission."

"The Fire" July 64, the Christians were blamed for it.
• Christians were considered Atheists because they no longer lived under Jewish law.
• "By his appeal to Caesar he had placed himself at the emperor's disposal."

Footnote.

"It is strange ... that in the epistles written from Rome during this time. There is not any, even 
the faintest, reference to events so notorious in history." But Paul would not endanger his 
ministry with political opinion.  

Colossians 3:3  His life was hidden ["hid with the Christ in God"] 
2 Corinthians 4:18 So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what 
is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.

House Churches

The church in the house of Philemon become the Colossian Church [Philemon 2]
The church in the house of  Nymphas becomes the church of Laodicea [Colossians 4:15]
The church in the house of Aquila and Priscilla loses itself in he churches of Ephesus and 
Rome [1 Corinthians 16:19; Romans 16:5] 

Paul's Teachings

"Grace, liberty, the abrogation of law, the supremacy of faith, the leveling of all religious and 
social casts – these were strange sounds in their ears look."

Philippians was written 3 years after The Epistle to the Romans and while Paul was in Rome.  
It was a quiet period of reflexion between two opposing theological controversies:  The 
Judaizers who defended Jewish religious practices at Rome, too, even though this church was 
primarily Greek speaking peoples, 1 &2 Corinthians, and Galatians,  And Gnosticism 
addressed in Ephesians and Colossians.
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The Church at Philippi at the River

Paul planted this church: A slave girl, the proselyte [Acts 16:16], a business woman, Lydia, a 
Greek [Acts 16:14], and a jailor, Roman [Acts 16:30,31]. Paul met with the women  at the river 
[now Anghista] for prayer [Acts 16:13].

But now, in a roman Prison 

Acts 28:23 And when they had appointed him a day, there came many to him into his lodging; to 
whom he expounded and testified the kingdom of God, persuading them concerning Jesus, both out 
of the law of Moses, and out of the prophets, from morning till evening. Philippians 1:14 Thank God 
for the flies - Cory Ten-Boone's "The Hiding Place." 

Timothy was with him possibly throughout Paul's confinement at Rome. Philippians 2:19-23 I hope in 
the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that I also may be cheered when I receive news about you. 
20 I have no one else like him, who will show genuine concern for your welfare. 21 For everyone looks 
out for their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. 22 But you know that Timothy has proved 
himself, because as a son with his father he has served with me in the work of the gospel. 23 I hope, 
therefore, to send him as soon as I see how things go with me. 

Paul thought he might be released but was ready to give his life for Christ.
Philippians 2:17, 24 Yea, and if I be offered upon the sacrifice and service of your faith, I joy, and 
rejoice with you all. ... But I trust in the Lord that I also myself shall come shortly.
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Paul's Letter to the Church at Philippi

Greeting

Every indication this letter is a cherished memory. It has been called the Epistle of Joy but it is a 
personal not a theological, a heartfelt thanks for their time together not a lesson of  how to be joyful.

:1-2  To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, with the bishops and deacons: Grace to you 
and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

• with the bishops and deacons. Probably the contribution (collection) was sent in their name. 
Recognizing church leadership underscored their importance, but this letter was not written 
primarily or only to them.

• No official title, no appeal to his rank or authority as an apostle.
• No fewer than eleven times he spoke inclusively of every believer in this congregation as if his 

heart would not let him forget any of them.
◦ The apostle seems to say, "I make no difference between man and man, or between party 

and party: my heart is open to all; my prayers, my thanksgivings, my hopes, my obligations, 
extend to all.”

• Not : 
◦ "called to be saints" [Romans 1:7; 1 Corinthians 1:2]. 
◦ Ephesians 1:1, 4 "to all the saints ...  he hath chosen us ...  that we should be holy..." 
◦ Colossians 1:2 "To the saints and faithful "

• 4:1 beloved, dearly beloved, longed for,  and his joy and crown
• Philippians 4:10 

◦ "flourished," a poetic word only used  here in NT  [NIV "renewed;" ESV "revived"] 
Hebrew: "burst forth, sprout"

◦ "again"" now already. "I am so, so, grateful to the Lord because at last your opportunity has 
come to minister to my needs as all along you wanted.... [Paul is careful to explain this is 
not a rebuke].

• 1:3 Thank, i.e. His thanks is "more than usually earnest .. he repeats words and accumulates 
clauses in the intensity of his feeling."

Thankfulness and Prayer

3 I thank my God upon every remembrance of you, 
• I thank my God [for you all at all times] every time I remember you.  [his mind goes back to 

Acts 16:12 "his initial ministry there," 14 "Lydia," 31 "the jailor & his family"
• Romans 1:8 also Paul expressed a continuing grateful heart.
• A heart purged of all criticism and complaining. Philippians 2:14 [NIV} Do everything 

without grumbling or arguing,

4 always in every prayer of mine making request for you all with joy, 
• In all my prayers [requests] for  all of you, I always pray with joy 

• Connected with verse 3: I thank my God for all of you!
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◦ Here and in Ephesians 1:16 the word "for" on your behalf" [with a sense of interest in] is 
a different word than from found in other references to Paul's prayer for, "concerning" 
someone or something used in 7 other places by Paul in prayer for.... 

• Only here to the Philippians does Paul speak of his personal experience of joy in prayer for 
them and 
◦ the efficacy of their their prayer for him [Philippians 1:19] 
◦ how their prayers break the bubble of anxieties, worry and fear no matter how big it 

inflates. [Philippians 4:6]
▪ Romans 10:1Paul prayed for Israel's salvation
▪ 2 Corinthians1:11 Paul requested others pray for him
▪ 2 Corinthians 9:14 The believers in Macedonia (Philippi) were praying for the 

Corinthians. 
▪ Ephesians 6:18 Paul  urged the Ephesians to be in prayer for all the saints.
▪ 1 Timothy 2:1 Timothy's prayers
▪ 1 Timothy 5:5 the widows enjoined to prayer as a ministry
▪ 2 Timothy 1:3 Paul's prayer life "night and day"
▪ Hebrews 5:7 Jesus' prayer life while incarnate

• My God, showing a personal relationship.  Bro. Beuttler used to say, "Ask for my God when 
you pray."

 5 for your fellowship in the gospel from the first day until now, 
• because of your partnership [fellowship] in the gospel from the first day until now, The 20-80 

% rule didn't apply here. [Note: the word "all" used over and over again by Paul].
• I thank my God for your cooperation in the Gospel.
• See 2 Corinthians 9:3 [NIV] "your generosity in sharing"  [contributions]

◦ They sent contributions to Thessalonica and Corinth [4:10, 15, 16; 2 Corinthians 11:8-9]
◦ It seems obvious that any genuine heartfelt missionary support will begin with the purse.

• "But here, as the context shows, it denotes cooperation in the widest sense, their 
participation with the apostle whether in sympathy or in suffering or in active labor or in 
any other way."

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; 

• being confident [persuaded, total trust, absolutely sure, unconditionally reliant] of this, that he 
who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.

• "The remembrance is ever in my heart, how are you – yes, all of you – have tendered me your 
aid and love, whether in bearing the sorrows of my captivity or in actively defending and 
promoting the Gospel..."

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. 

• It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart and, whether I 
am in chains or defending [arguing for its validity] and confirming [proving] the gospel, all of 
you share [have and experience in common with, the same as] in God’s grace with me.
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• Granville Sharp's rule "The two words are connected by the same article "the"
◦ defending is the negative side of our proclamation: "the preparatory process of removing 

(addressing) obstacle and prejudices.
◦ confirming is the positive side, the aggressive and direct advancement and establishment 

of the Gospel.
◦ The heart and mind must be purged of all those ideas and feelings that would confuse or 

compromise the purity of our message.
• partakers of my grace...

◦ See verse 1:29: "If it is a privilege to preach Christ, it is no less a privilege to suffer for 
Him."

8 For God is my witness, how greatly I long for you all with the affection of Jesus Christ.

• God can testify how I long [possessed with a desire] for all of you with the affection [bowels of 
mercy. verb: a biblical, NT word, moved with compassion, the seat of love, a divine attribute?] 
of Christ Jesus.
• I did not exaggerate .. I yearn after, eagerly, ...
• "I should rather have said that in the heart of Christ Jesus I long for you. Lightfoot: "A 

powerful metaphor describing perfect union."
• We are to carry not just our Lord's burden but His passion for fellowship, His resigned, 

total, commitment to all things willed of His Father.
• 'In Paulo non Paulus vivit,' says Bengel, 'sed Jesus Christus' [Galatians 2:20]

9 And this I pray, that your love may abound still more and more in knowledge and all discernment, 

• And this is my prayer [I stay  in communion with the Lord, being devoted to Him]: that [in 
order that], your love [NOT necessarily the content of his prayer—not the word "request"] 
may abound more and more [Paul's leadership role was not of small consequence] in 
knowledge [experience not academic] and depth of insight [discernment, perception]. 
• Prayer: Not a list of requests nor simply supplication but "in with God" whether 

intercessory [with burdens] or with thanksgiving [seeking God's direction, will, and grace, 
etc.]

• "that" is not 'because" nor "as a result' but with purpose, with a view to, the soul's  goal.
• Paul was asking God for two things:  

◦ Your love might break all boundaries of any natural affection reaching to endure the 
unendurable, as an instrument of God's grace to accomplish the impossible.
▪ Love was not made for us; we were created for God's love.

◦ knowledge and all understanding. 
▪ Colossians 1:9  filled with the knowledge of his will in all wisdom and spiritual 

understanding;
◦ Understanding, i.e perception, see verse 10, to be able to distinguish: 

▪ Romans 2:18 [NASB20] distinguish the things that matter...

10 that you may approve the things that are excellent, that you may be sincere and without offense till 
the day of Christ, 
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so that you may be able to discern  [pass the course and equipped: approved ] what is best that you 
may be pure [sincere, genuine] and blameless until [in preparation for] the day of Christ.

• I cannot seem to distinguish "discernment" from 'conviction' or the Spirit's directing us through 
the voices and choices of life, some put in our path by the devil to trip us in our ministry, some 
to compromise our message. 

• approved, i.e. examine thoroughly our choices and the voices and deem them of God or not...
◦ pure,  simply, totally, absolutely, unsullied, unmixed, unalloyed ...  conspicuous, visible, 

clearly revealed in the sunlight..... a pure love
◦ blameless, not stumbling at loving God. 

▪ Jude 24 [NIV] To him who is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you before 
his glorious presence without fault and with great joy

11 being filled with the fruits of righteousness which are by Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of 
God.

• filled, immediately, completely, and permanently
• by: through
• Our lives praising God before men. 

◦ Ephesians 1:6 [NIV] to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the 
One he loves [through Christ].

Christ Is Preached

12 But I want you to know, brethren, that the things which happened to me have actually turned out for  
the furtherance of the gospel, 

• to: against
• furtherance: "to lengthening out by hammering."

◦ Matthew 11:12 from the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven suffers 
violence

13 so that it has become evident to the whole palace guard, and to all the rest, that my chains are in 
Christ; 

• so that:as a result, consequently
• evident: Paul's imprisonment is part of his testimony [Romans 8:28; Revelation 12:11].
• to all the rest  The far reaching influence of the Gospel

◦ 1 Thessalonians 1:8  The Lord’s message rang out from you not only in Macedonia and 
Achaia—your faith in God has become known everywhere. Therefore we do not need to say 
anything about it,

14 and most of the brethren in the Lord, having become confident by my chains, are much more bold to  
speak the word without fear.

• a contagious boldness impassioned by Paul's imprisonment. 

15 Some indeed preach Christ even from envy and strife, and some also from goodwill: 
• As a consequence Satan is prodded into action to politicize a compromised Gospel message;

◦ "To gratify and envious and quarrelsome spirit.... from headstrong partisanship and with 
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impure motives, having no other aim than to render my bonds more galling."
◦ Judaizers:  Philippians 3:2 "Watch out for those dogs..." 
◦ envy: The emphasis of "so great a salvation" [Hebrews 3:2] has been lost in a thousand 

religious disputes. For Satan, this appears a sufficient aim to destroy the message, but he has 
failed to take into account the ability of the Spirit of God to convict sinners. 
▪ Matthew 27:18 it was out of self-interest that they had handed Jesus over. 

16 The former preach Christ from selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing to add affliction to my 
chains; 

• Lightfoot calls this "an imperfect Christianity... however inadequate must be a gain upon an 
unconverted state "  and therefore must give joy to a high-minded servant of Christ.  

• selfish ambition: courting popular applause by trickery. partisanship. 
◦ compare Philippians 2:3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in 

humility value others above yourselves, 
◦ "The interest of party were predominant with the Judaizers: their missionary zeal took the 

form of a political canvass."
◦ Paul does no more than mention such impure motives.  There is no correction in his words. 

Elsewhere Paul needs to expand on this warning.
▪ Galatians 6:11-17
▪ 2 Corinthians 11:13- 20

• Their goal is to discredit Paul. Paul Derangement Syndrome.
◦ "The gathering opposition to the Apostle's doctrine of liberty, the forming of a compact 

party in the Church bound to the observance of the law, were the means by which they 
sought to annoy and wound him."

17 but the latter out of love, knowing that I am appointed for the defense of the gospel. 
• out of love - the only true motive for pastoring//preaching/evangelizing
• appointed: NIV: destined in Luke 2:34. "called to this purpose"

◦ 1 Thessalonians 3:3 [ESV] that no one be moved by these afflictions. For you yourselves 
know that we are destined for this.

18 What then? Only that in every way, whether in pretense or in truth, Christ is preached; and in this I  
rejoice, yes, and will rejoice.

• pretext: to disguise or hid the true motive 
◦ "using the name of Christ to promote the interest of their party and to gain proselytes..."

• preached: publicized and promoted
• rejoice: Matthew 5:11-12 ...when men shall revile you, and persecute you, and shall say all 

manner of evil against you falsely, for my sake. Rejoice, and be exceeding glad
◦ Your "appointment" is not in vain: 

▪ Matthew 5:12 great is your reward in heaven
▪ 1 Corinthians 15:58 your labor is not in vain in the Lord

◦ Matthew 5:12 so persecuted they the prophets
▪ Hebrews 12:1[MSG]  Do you see what this means—all these pioneers who blazed the 

way, all these veterans cheering us on? It means we’d better get on with it
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To Live Is Christ

19 For I know that this will turn out for my deliverance through your prayer and the supply of the 
Spirit of Jesus Christ, 20 according to my earnest expectation and hope that in nothing I shall be 
ashamed, but with all boldness, as always, so now also Christ will be magnified in my body, whether 
by life or by death. 21 For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain. 22 But if I live on in the flesh, this 
will mean fruit from my labor; yet what I shall choose I [d]cannot tell. 23 For I am hard-pressed 
between the two, having a desire to depart and be with Christ, which is far better. 24 Nevertheless to 
remain in the flesh is more needful for you. 25 And being confident of this, I know that I shall remain 
and continue with you all for your progress and joy of faith, 26 that your rejoicing for me may be more  
abundant in Jesus Christ by my coming to you again.

Striving and Suffering for Christ

27 Only let your conduct be worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that whether I come and see you or am 
absent, I may hear of your affairs, that you stand fast in one spirit, with one mind striving together for 
the faith of the gospel, 28 and not in any way terrified by your adversaries, which is to them a proof of 
perdition, but to you of salvation, and that from God. 29 For to you it has been granted on behalf of 
Christ, not only to believe in Him, but also to suffer for His sake, 30 having the same conflict which 
you saw in me and now hear is in me.
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