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Series Preface


The unfolding of your words gives light


(Psalm 119:130)
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Introduction


Just before the middle of the first century AD, spurred on by a divine vision, a small band of Jewish artisans left the Roman province of Asia from the north-western shore of what is today Turkey and entered the province of Macedonia (north-eastern Greece). From the port town of Neapolis, near the modern city of Kavala, they followed the via Egnatia for 13 kilometres towards the north-west. The via Egnatia was a major Roman road that ran through this part of the world, joining the Bosphorus Strait in the east and the Adriatic Sea in the west. The road took the Jewish travellers to Philippi.


On the Sabbath, these travellers looked for somewhere to pray. They found a group of women gathered for prayer at the river outside the city gates. They joined the women in prayer and then began telling them about Jesus. They called this message ‘the gospel of God’ or ‘the gospel of the Messiah’. At least one of the women, Lydia, believed their message, so she and her household were baptised. As the group from Asia continued to preach, the number of believers grew. But, accused of causing trouble through their preaching, the men from Asia were forced to leave the city. They followed the via Egnatia west to Amphipolis and from there to Thessalonica.


The artisans were led by Saul of Tarsus or, as he is more commonly referred to, the apostle Paul. The summary above is based on Luke’s brief description of the origins of the church in Philippi in Acts 16. This is all Luke tells us about their initial visit to Philippi. Luke’s later report in Acts 20:1–6 suggests that Paul visited the city on at least two other occasions, although we don’t hear anything more about these visits or the Philippian church. The little we know about this group of believers in Philippi comes from Paul’s only surviving letter to them1 – what we now call the letter to the Philippians. Through this letter we are permitted a glimpse of what it was like for a small, beleaguered group of believers to live on the outskirts of the Roman Empire in the middle of the first century AD. But Paul’s letter to the Philippians is of more than just historical interest.


Paul’s letters were collected and read by God’s people as part of their Scriptures from very early on. Believers heard – and continue to hear – God speak to them through these letters that have been preserved as part of God’s inspired word. Because Paul’s letter would have been read aloud to a (mostly) illiterate assembly of believers, I will often refer to these early believers as ‘hearers’. However, I will also refer to them (and us) as ‘readers’, since Paul’s letter has been treasured within this and other churches as a written text and part of Christians’ Holy Scripture. In what follows, then, we will join these believers in listening to God speak to his people through this short letter written by Saul of Tarsus to his friends in the Roman colony of Philippi. 


1. The city of Philippi


In Philippi, Paul might have been given an old coin showing the head of Augustus along with the abbreviated words COL AVG IVL PHIL IVSSV AVG, ‘The Augustan Julian Colony of Philippi, by Command of Augustus’.2 Philippi had been dominated by the Romans since 42 BC, when Roman veterans had been settled there following a decisive battle between the armies of Antony and Octavian on the one hand and Cassius and Brutus on the other. The two victors would eventually turn on one another and twelve years later, after Octavian defeated Antony, veterans and supporters of the loser were moved out of Italy and settled in Philippi. The Roman Senate awarded Octavian the title ‘Augustus’ in 27 BC and the emperor refounded Philippi as Colonia Augusta Iulia Philippensis. Eighty years later, when Paul visited Philippi for the first time, the grandchildren and great-grandchildren of these military veterans now occupied positions of power in the city.


A dominating Roman presence was added to a city that already consisted of a mixture of Greeks and Thracians. The latter were the traditional inhabitants of that area, but Greeks had settled there since at least the fourth century BC. The city was governed by the Latin-speaking Roman elite, as demonstrated by the fact that inscriptions from the first century were generally written in Latin. A strong current of Roman culture flowed through the city, but evidence of Greek and Thracian cultures is also present. We might identify Philippi as a ‘multicultural’ city with a dominating Roman influence. 


2. The believers in Philippi


Since Philippi was a colony of Rome, citizens of Philippi also enjoyed the privileges of Roman citizenship, but not many Greeks and Thracians would have been enrolled as citizens. It is unlikely that the church in Philippi benefitted from being in a Roman colony. The evidence in Acts 16 and the letter to the Philippians suggests that the majority of the church were not Roman citizens.


The Philippian congregation was probably made up largely of Greek-speaking, ‘low-status non-colonists’.3 The members of the assembly would have been artisans and farm labourers; these are the sorts of people with whom Paul is most likely to have come into contact. Perhaps there were also some who performed low-level administrative tasks in the colony. The presence of instructions to slaves and masters in other letters (e.g., 1 Corinthians 7:17–24; Ephesians 6:5–9) suggests that the Philippian church could also have included both classes. Given that the elite formed a tiny proportion of the general population, it is highly unlikely that any of them would have been found in the Philippian congregation.


This very vague outline of the Philippian church is confirmed by Paul himself. Writing in 2 Corinthians 8 about the ‘Macedonian churches’, of which the church in Philippi was one, Paul describes ‘their extreme poverty [which] welled up in rich generosity’ (verse 2). When he writes in Philippians 4:19 that ‘my God will meet all your needs’, these needs would have included material needs brought on, in part, by their generosity to Paul. 


3. Authorship and integrity of the letter


Apart from one or two eccentric exceptions, scholars are unanimous in recognising the apostle Paul as the author of this letter. The more pressing question that some scholars have raised has to do with the integrity or unity of the letter.


There are some who argue that the letter we now know as Philippians was compiled from two or more letters written by Paul to the church in Philippi. The most common argument centres on the alleged change of topic, tone and mood in chapter 3, where Paul’s exhortation to ‘rejoice’ is followed immediately by a warning about ‘those dogs’ (Philippians 3:2). These scholars also point out that the first words of Philippians 3:1, translated in the NIV as ‘further’ or ‘in addition’ (CSB), can also be translated as ‘finally’ (ESV), suggesting that this was part of the conclusion of a letter. Philippians 4:10–20 is also considered by a number of commentators to be from yet another letter since, they argue, Paul’s thanksgiving seems out of place.


However, there is no reason why Paul should not abruptly change topic, mood and tone, as he does elsewhere in his letters. Paul’s greetings sent to the believers in Rome (Romans 16:3–16), for example, are followed immediately by a warning (Romans 16:17–20). It is also possible to understand the first words of Philippians 3:1 as indicating a transition from one idea to the next (as the translators of the NIV or CSB do), in which case the change of topic is made explicit by Paul himself. As for tone and mood, even within Philippians 3 Paul’s tone changes as he moves from warning to encouragement. The reasons for suggesting that Philippians is made up of multiple letters are not very convincing.


Those who read Philippians as one letter point to repeated words and themes that link the letter’s four chapters. For example, the Philippians’ ‘partnership in the gospel’ (Philippians 1:5) is expressed, in part, through the gift (Philippians 4:10–20), delivered by Epaphroditus (Philippians 2:25–30; 4:18). In further support of the unity and integrity of the letter, we should also note that, until very recently, this has been the church’s unanimous opinion throughout its history. 


4. When and from where was Philippians written?


The question of when Paul wrote Philippians and his location when he wrote this letter are closely linked. The letter itself allows us to plot the following data points: Paul is in prison (Philippians 1:7, 12–14).4 Timothy is with him (Philippians 1:1) but will depart for Philippi in the near future (Philippians 2:19–24). Epaphroditus, a fellow believer, has been sent from Philippi with gifts for Paul (Philippians 4:18) but will soon return to Philippi, presumably with the letter Paul is writing (Philippians 2:25–30). Paul writes about ‘the early days of [the Philippians’] acquaintance with the gospel’ (Philippians 4:15), suggesting that some time has passed between the planting of the church in Philippi (late AD 40s) and his writing of the letter.


We know that Paul was imprisoned on multiple occasions (2 Corinthians 11:23).5 Paul does not refer to the site of any of these imprisonments. Nor does he explicitly mention his location when writing; this information would have been easily obtained from whomever carried Paul’s letter to his friends. When we turn to Acts, we find that, in addition to Paul’s imprisonment in Philippi on his first visit to that city (Acts 16:22–40), Paul had been jailed in Jerusalem (Acts 21:27–23:22), Caesarea (Acts 23:23–26:32) and finally in Rome (Acts 28:16–31). Each of the imprisonments in Caesarea and Rome lasted at least two years (Acts 24:27; 28:30), and it is possible for Paul to have written Philippians during either of these periods of incarceration. 


Ephesus is the third location usually considered as a possible location for Paul’s imprisonment. Luke records an extended stay in Ephesus (Acts 19; see also Acts 20:18 and 1 Corinthians 16:8), and Paul tells the Corinthians that he suffered in the province of Asia (2 Corinthians 1:8), of which Ephesus was the capital. The apostle also makes a remark about having fought ‘wild beasts in Ephesus’ (1 Corinthians 15:32).6 Although the New Testament does not explicitly state that Paul was jailed in Ephesus, there is a strong likelihood that he was. 


These three locations – Ephesus, Caesarea and Rome – are the most probable sites for the prison from which Paul wrote Philippians. In attempting to decide which is the most likely, we must consider more closely two passages in the letter itself.7 


Paul writes that as a result of his imprisonment, ‘it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ’ (Philippians 1:13). The word translated as ‘palace guard’ has also been translated as ‘imperial guard’ (ESV) or ‘palace’ (KJV). It originally referred to a Roman commander’s tent and was later used more broadly of his headquarters. It is used this way in the New Testament to refer to the headquarters of Pilate (Mark 15:16; John 18:28) and Herod (Acts 23:35). By extension, it also came to refer to the soldiers who protected the emperor or governor in that location. Paul could therefore be referring to a group of soldiers guarding him or to a location related to his captivity. Since the Philippians knew where Paul was, they would have understood perfectly what he was saying. For us, however, the word is ambiguous.


If Philippians had been written from Rome, Paul would be referring to the palace guard, that cohort of soldiers with special responsibilities in Rome towards the emperor. Since he continues to speak of ‘everyone else’ in the second part of Philippians 1:13, it is likely he is referring to people in the first part too – that is, people not buildings. It is not impossible, however, that he could be referring to the governor’s headquarters or administrative buildings in Caesarea or Ephesus in order to speak of the people who served there.


The second passage to consider comes at the end of the letter. As part of his final greetings to the Philippians, Paul writes, ‘All God’s people here send you greetings, especially those who belong to Caesar’s household’ (Philippians 4:22). In an essay appended to his commentary, J. B. Lightfoot argued that ‘the “domus” or “familia Caesaris” (represented by the Greek oikia Kaisaros) includes the whole of the imperial household, the meanest slaves as well as the most powerful courtiers’.8 In other words, readers did not have to imagine the emperor’s uncle or mother had become believers. ‘Caesar’s household’ could refer to a broad group of people connected in some or other way to the emperor. Others have gone on to argue that ‘Caesar’s household’ refers to anyone in the imperial service, including those outside Rome. Therefore, Paul might have been with a group of believers whom he could quite naturally have identified as ‘Caesar’s household’ in Ephesus or Caesarea or Rome.


We simply do not have enough information to come to a definitive conclusion about where Paul was imprisoned when he wrote Philippians. Caesarea is a minority position held by only a few scholars. While Rome is still supported by a majority of scholars, the list of those who argue for Ephesus is growing. As with many underdetermined historical questions, we are left with possibilities and probabilities. Because of all of the uncertainties surrounding this question, it is probably best to follow the advice of Moisés Silva and not allow one’s conclusion about this matter to bear too much exegetical weight.9 For the purposes of this commentary, I will follow the majority position and assume that the letter was written from Rome.


Since we are unable to say definitively where Paul was imprisoned when he wrote this letter, we are also not in a position to determine with any confidence exactly when the letter was written. If Paul wrote Philippians from an Ephesian imprisonment, then the letter should be dated to the middle of the AD 50s, probably around AD 54–5. Paul was jailed in Caesarea around AD 57–9 before being sent to Rome, where he was in AD 60–62.10 Broadly speaking, then, the letter was written in the later part of Paul’s ministry, that is, between AD 54 and AD 62. 


5. Why did Paul write this letter?


The question ‘Why did Paul write this letter?’ might be inquiring into what gave rise to the letter: its cause or occasion. The question might also be asking about what Paul hoped to achieve through writing this letter: its purpose.


The occasion of the letter is Epaphroditus’ return to Philippi (Philippians 2:25). Epaphroditus was sent by the Philippians with material support for Paul. Epaphroditus fell ill on his way to Paul or while he was with the apostle, and his illness was serious enough that it caused some distress to his friends in Philippi (Philippians 2:26–7). As Paul prepares to send Epaphroditus back to Philippi, he writes a letter that his faithful friend will take with him. 


It is difficult to nail down a single purpose that ties together the various threads that make up the letter to the Philippians. We might begin by noting that Paul commends Epaphroditus to the church and holds him up as an example of Christian service (Philippians 2:29–30). He does the same for Timothy, who will soon follow Epaphroditus (Philippians 2:19–24). In this way, the letter serves to strengthen the ministry of these two men when they reach Philippi. 


The letter performs at least three other functions. First, Paul includes in his letter an acknowledgement of the gift sent by the church in Philippi (Philippians 4:10–20). Paul doesn’t thank the Philippians for their gift, neither does he indicate that he is somehow indebted to them. He reminds them, instead, that their generosity is being demonstrated towards God. 


Second, Paul includes a report of his own situation (Philippians 1:12–26). His friends would be concerned about him and Paul confirms that there is good reason for their concern. Nevertheless, he assures them of his ongoing love for them and directs their attention towards Christ.


Finally, much of the letter is given over to encouraging and exhorting the Philippians. In the face of opposition and suffering, Paul encourages the believers to stand firm in joy and unity, looking out for one another’s interests (Philippians 1:27–2:18; 4:2–3). Paul also warns the community about false teachers and encourages them to follow the godly example he and others have set before them (Philippians 3:1–4:1; 4:4–9).


As Paul prepares to send Epaphroditus home with a letter to the community of believers who have supported him so generously, he raises a number of issues in order to encourage them to live ‘in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ’ (Philippians 1:27). We are used to reading Paul’s letters against the background of the problems they address in fledgling Christian communities. Philippians is different. This is not so much a letter addressing problems as it is a letter encouraging progress.11 Nevertheless, the letter does refer to those who oppose Paul and his friends in Philippi. 



6. Opponents



Despite its reputation as Paul’s letter of joy, Philippians mentions a number of groups that oppose Paul and his friends. In doing so, these groups threaten to hinder the progress of the gospel. Through a careful reading of the letter, we can identify five groups in opposition to the progress of the gospel:




• Roman authorities. Paul writes from a Roman prison. Although the Roman authorities are not mentioned by name, Paul’s identification of the ‘palace guard’ (Philippians 1:13) and ‘Caesar’s household’ (Philippians 4:22) make it clear that the Roman authorities – whether in Rome, Caesarea or Ephesus – are responsible for his incarceration. 


• Rival preachers. Paul’s readers are introduced in Philippians 1:15–18 to an envious group of rival Christian preachers in Rome who seek to make Paul’s incarceration even more difficult for him. 


• Opposition in Philippi. The Philippians would have first-hand knowledge of those who oppose them in Philippi (Philippians 1:28–30). These might be local Roman authorities or they might be ordinary townsfolk with whom the believers in Philippi are required to interact daily. 


• The ‘dogs’. The precise identity of the group Paul calls the ‘dogs’ (Philippians 3:2) is also not that clear, although this group is made up of Christians, possibly Gentile but more likely Jewish believers, who seek to convince other believers to follow the Jewish law, especially as it pertains to circumcision. 


• ‘Enemies of the cross.’ Paul warns the Philippians about ‘enemies of the cross of Christ’ (Philippians 3:18–19) who, presumably, are also known to his friends in Philippi. 





Each of these groups will be discussed in the commentary as part of the passage in which they appear. 


7. Themes


A handful of characteristic notes are sounded again and again in Philippians. Like a thematic melody in a sonata, these concepts are repeated at a number of different points in Paul’s composition, tying the work together by linking its various parts to one another. I draw attention to them here so that when they are encountered in the commentary that follows, you might be reminded of the way in which the entire letter hangs together. 


Joy


Commentaries and sermon series often identify Philippians as ‘Paul’s letter of joy’. It is not difficult to see why. In the four chapters that constitute the letter, the verb ‘rejoice’ occurs nine times (Philippians 1:18 (twice); 2:17, 18, 28; 3:1; 4:4 (twice), 10) and the noun ‘joy’ five times (Philippians 1:4, 25; 2:2, 29; 4:1). It is true that Paul writes of joy throughout his letters, but the theme seems particularly important in Philippians. 


For Paul, joy is primarily theological. Joy is something that is experienced and known ‘in the Lord’ (Philippians 3:1; 4:4). The joy Paul describes and commands results from the believers’ participation in Christ. As we will see below when we consider the theme of ‘cognition’, those in Christ have their minds, their desires and their wills aligned to his. Joy is therefore not a fleeting sense of wellbeing, but a resolute mindset in which believers come to adopt the divine perspective on their situation. The things that are important to Christ become important to them. In Philippians, these include the progress of the gospel and Christian relationships.


Joy is closely tied to the gospel. Paul’s own joy is a result of the gospel partnership which contributes to the progress of the gospel and is at the same time an expression of the relationship that he has with those in Philippi (Philippians 1:4–8). Paul rejoices in the advance of the gospel in Philippians 1:18, even if that advance comes through the preaching of those with mixed motives. We should notice the way ‘progress’ in the faith and ‘joy in the faith’ are placed in parallel in Philippians 1:25, like two strands of DNA. In Philippians 2:1–4, Paul’s joy is made ‘complete’ when his friends act in accordance with their common life in Christ and the Spirit. Similarly, in the concluding verses of Philippians 2:12–18, the call to rejoice together is made on the basis of the Philippians’ faithful working out of their salvation. Those who are in Christ will rejoice when the concerns of Christ are advanced through the progress of the gospel.


Those in Christ will rejoice with, and in, their brothers and sisters in Christ. Paul’s expression of joy in Philippians 1:18–19 is not only because of his confidence in God’s deliverance, but also because of his confidence that his deliverance will be for the good of his friends (Philippians 1:25–6). These gospel relationships demand the sort of mutual rejoicing Paul describes in Philippians 2:18–19. In Philippians 2:28–9, the Philippians will rejoice at Epaphroditus’ return and welcome him ‘with great joy’. Their response will not only be because their friend survived a dire illness (verse 27) and is with them again, but also because he served faithfully in ‘the work of Christ’ (verse 30). In the final occurrence of this idea, Paul rejoices because his friends have once again been able to express their love and concern for him (Philippians 4:10). Through the gospel, people are brought into relationship with one another. Christian joy derives, in part, from these relationships which bind together those who are in Christ. And the strengthening of these relationships through love is nothing other than the further progress of the gospel as it is worked out in the lives of believers. 


Suffering


‘The red thread of suffering trails across the pages of this letter.’12 L. Ann Jervis’s observation would, at first blush, seem to run against the received wisdom regarding the major themes of Philippians. Does Paul’s ‘letter of joy’ really contain so much suffering?


Paul is in chains (Philippians 1:13), imprisoned in a Roman jail on an unspecified charge. His situation is serious enough to potentially end with a death sentence (Philippians 1:20–24), a punishment usually reserved for those on the lower rungs of the ladder of Roman society. In addition to the suffering we would associate with modern incarceration, ancient prisoners were starved, beaten and tortured. Paul suffered simply by virtue of finding himself in a Roman jail. To make matters worse, there is a group of envious preachers who preach the gospel in order to cause Paul even more trouble than he is already experiencing (Philippians 1:15–17). Paul is no stranger to suffering. He knows what it means to be in need, to be hungry, to be in want (Philippians 4:12). And while his friends in Philippi helped him as far as they could, their assistance would not have removed his ‘troubles’ (Philippians 4:14). 


Paul is aware that his friends are also suffering. They are ‘suffering for’ Christ as they go through similar struggles or conflicts that have characterised Paul’s life (Philippians 1:29–30). While it is impossible to know what exactly this suffering consists of, it is serious enough for Paul to write to encourage his friends to persevere.


The Philippians’ envoy, Epaphroditus, experienced a different type of suffering. He became deathly ill at some point on his mission to assist Paul (Philippians 2:26–7). Yet he continued to do ‘the work of Christ’, helping Paul on behalf of the Philippians (verse 30).


The most important sufferer in the letter is Christ. In Philippians 2:6–8, Christ is portrayed as taking on human nature and humbling himself to the point of death on a cross. While Paul does not dwell on the nature and extent of this suffering, his readers would be familiar with Roman violence and cruelty. Neither does Paul explicitly mention the work wrought by Christ’s crucifixion. While the atonement is assumed in a passage like Philippians 1:11 and 3:9–11, the focus in chapter 2 is on Christ’s exaltation that follows his humiliation. Paul’s purpose in including this portrait of Christ is to encourage his readers with this example of humble, obedient perseverance in the face of suffering.


As Paul writes to a church that knows suffering all too well, he is preaching also to himself: to share in Christ’s suffering and death holds within it the certain hope of attaining to his resurrection (Philippians 3:10–11) and the ultimate transformation of suffering bodies into glorious ones (Philippians 3:21). 


The eschatological vision of resurrection and fellowship with God through Christ provides the framework within which believers bring joy and suffering together. We mentioned above that joy consists in adopting the divine perspective on one’s situation. We are able to rejoice, even while suffering, when we see God’s purposes at work. The letter’s repeated focus on God’s providential control (Philippians 1:6; 2:13; 4:19) reassures Paul’s readers of this divine work, even when their circumstances seem desperate.


The Myanmar scholar Naw Eh Tar Gay writes about the theme of joy in suffering as a member of a persecuted Christian minority:


While this theological theme may seem irrelevant or unhelpful for anyone suffering from hardship, violence, and discrimination, this would be a misreading of Paul. He is not minimizing the significance of their suffering and speaking as one who is safe and secure. Rather, his instructions come out of his own personal experience of learning how to cope with suffering. He writes as one who rejoices in the midst of suffering. Further, his call to rejoice is not a passive response to suffering, but an active one. He is rejoicing in suffering because he is actively defending the gospel of salvation.13


Those who suffer as a result of their faith are, paradoxically, able to rejoice in the Lord more fervently, deeply and consistently than those whose suffering is relatively minor. In addition to praying regularly for suffering brothers and sisters, those who find themselves in the latter group would do well to adopt the mindset of rejoicing in the midst of suffering as they navigate the relatively minor swells in their own sea of trouble.


Unity


Philippians is addressed ‘to all God’s holy people in Christ Jesus at Philippi’ (Philippians 1:1). As it is elsewhere in his letters, Paul’s call to unity is an exhortation for ‘all’ to continue in what they truly are ‘in Christ’: a united body. 


Unity is especially important in the face of hardship. A united body is best able to withstand the material, psychological and spiritual difficulties associated with suffering and persecution that often threaten to shatter a united people. For this reason, it is not surprising that Paul’s most explicit call to unity (Philippians 1:27–2:4) includes a discussion of opposition and suffering (Philippians 1:28–30).
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