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Preface


The purpose of this book is to introduce, in a simple and practical way, a key letter in the New Testament to those who are starting the Christian life and beginning to read the Bible. It is intended to be read in conjunction with the Bible passages either by an individual, or as a group study, with one person preparing the Bible study using the book as a resource.


In Questions of Life, I set out the material we use on Alpha, a course for non-churchgoers, those seeking to find out more about Christianity, and those who have recently come to faith in Jesus Christ. At the end of Alpha, people often ask, ‘What do I do now?’ One of the things I encourage them to do is to study the letter to the Philippians. The material in this book is based on a number of talks that I have given on that subject. 


I am so grateful to the many people who have been willing to read the text and offer constructive criticisms. In particular I would like to thank Dr Roland Werner, Preb John Pearce, Ken Costa, Jon Soper, Helena Hird, Jo Glen, Tamsen Carter, Lulu Wells, Zilla Hawkins, Jamie Haith and Patricia Hall. Finally, I want to thank Philippa Pearson Miles who typed the manuscript and numerous corrections with good humour and superb efficiency.




Introduction


‘In the future, scientists may be able to prolong life, but will it be worth living?’ writes Nigel Hawkes in The Times. Apparently, an Oxford professor claims it may be possible to prolong life for many people to the age of 115. But Nigel Hawkes is right to ask, ‘Will it be worth living?’ Increased lifespan is of little value unless it is for a life worth living.


The apostle Paul did not see the prolonging of life as a major objective. Indeed, he regarded death as something of even greater worth (Philippians 1:21). Yet for him Jesus Christ had made his life profoundly worth living. In the letter to the Philippians, Paul writes directly and indirectly about why this is the case and how it can be for his readers as well.


In this book, we will look at some of the new things Jesus Christ brought to Paul’s life and to the lives of the Philippians, which made their lives so supremely worth living. ‘Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and for ever’ (Hebrews 13:8). What he did for Paul and his readers he can do today for you, and for me.


Before we look at this in detail, it is helpful to see the historical background into which Paul is writing and five remarkable features of this letter.


First, the place was remarkable. Paul chose the strategic city of Philippi for the first European ‘church plant’ in AD 52. In modern times he might have chosen Geneva, Strasbourg, Berlin, Brussels or even London. Philippi, now a ruin in North Eastern Greece, was a strategic city in the ancient world. It had the natural advantages of a productive soil. Its gold and silver mines, which were exhausted by the time of the Christian era, had made it a great commercial centre. More importantly, the city of Philippi could not have been in a better geographic position, situated as it was in the break of a line of hills separating Europe and Asia. It was on the high road which divided the two continents.


The city’s name came from the father of Alexander the Great, Philip II of Macedon, who fortified an old Thasian settlement in 356 BC in order to control the gold mines. It became part of the Roman empire in 168 BC. The assassins of Julius Caesar, Brutus and Cassius were defeated here by Mark Antony and Octavian (later the emperor Augustus) in 42 BC. At a time when church planting – the establishing of new churches – is increasingly seen as essential to the growth of the church, it is fascinating to see Paul’s attitude in the letter towards this strategic ‘plant’. 


In another sense, all Christians find themselves in a ‘strategic place’. All of us are surrounded by people who do not have a relationship with Jesus Christ: our family, our neighbours, our colleagues, our friends and anyone else we bump into in the course of our everyday lives.


Second, there was a remarkable combination of people. 
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One of the glorious features of the Christian faith is that it brings together, in a unique way, people of different nationality, background, race, colour, sex and age. The first person to be converted there was a wealthy woman called Lydia. ‘The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul’s message’ (Acts 16:14, italics mine). Then she opened her home to Paul and to the gospel. The second person to be converted was a native Greek slave girl and the third was a middle-class Roman prison officer. They comprised an extraordinary cross-section of ancient life – ‘the civilized world in miniature’.1 There were three different nationalities and three different layers of society demonstrating ‘the all-embracing faith which Jesus Christ brought’.2


From the start, Christian families were at the heart of the church. It was the first instance in St Paul’s recorded ministry of whole families being gathered into the fold. First, Lydia and her family and then the prison officer and his family. Again we see a foretaste of things to come. As the nineteenth-century scholar J. B. Lightfoot put it: ‘Henceforth the worship of households plays an important part in the divine economy of the Church … The family religion is the true starting-point, the surest foundation, of the religion of cities and dioceses, of nations and empires.’3


Third, the purpose was remarkable. Philippians is a letter of encouragement. Paul was not correcting any doctrinal error nor berating them for their immorality. It was really a ‘thank-you’ letter. The language is unclouded by any shadow of disappointment or displeasure. It is written quite informally. He does not impose his authority, as he often did, by calling himself the apostle Paul, but simply ‘Paul’. He goes on in warm, personal, loving and thankful words to bring encouragement to the church. Polycarp, the early Christian bishop and martyr, tells us that Paul used to boast about the Philippians all over the world. The attitude of positive encouragement is a much-needed example to church leaders today.


Fourth, Paul’s pleasure was remarkable. Joy, in all its fullness, is only found in Jesus Christ (John 15:11). The word ‘joy’, in noun or verb form, appears sixteen times in the epistle. Paul was under house-arrest in Rome, attached by three feet of chain to a Roman soldier. He was unjustly accused and awaiting trial and possible execution. Yet his joy was overflowing. Again, in our day, we need a revival of the association of joy with Christians and the church.


Fifth, the preamble is remarkable. Paul does not put himself in any way above the people of Philippi. One might have expected him to write, ‘Saint Paul to the servants of God at Philippi.’ Instead, he writes, ‘Slave Paul to the saints at Philippi.’ Paul regards every Christian at Philippi as a saint. ‘Saint’ in the New Testament is a way of describing all Christians rather than a title reserved for special holy people. (He adds, almost as an afterthought, the bishops and deacons. Incidentally, both terms are taken from secular use and simply mean ‘leaders’ and ‘helpers’.) Paul did not see the church as a hierarchical structure. We need to beware of developing worldly hierarchies in the church. We are all saints and we are all ordinary Christians. This letter is relevant to every single one of us.


Paul’s greeting is also worth dwelling on. ‘Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ’ (Philippians 1:2). He adopts the traditional greeting of the Hellenistic world – carem – and changes it slightly to charis, meaning grace. He then adds the traditional Jewish greeting – shalom – meaning peace. In bringing these two words together, he effectively sums up the essence of Christianity.


Grace is the word which best describes all that God has done for us in Christ. Peace summarises all the benefits we receive from a relationship with Christ. Grace is a huge word, covering the depth and breadth of God’s love for us. The children’s definition of grace is enlightening for all of us. God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense.


And so it is that Paul’s preamble ends. The Philippian readers, and we also, start to read this letter in the knowledge of the grace and peace of God.
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New Heart 


I thank my God every time I remember you. In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.


It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart; for whether I am in chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all of you share in God’s grace with me. God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus.


And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ – to the glory and praise of God.


Philippians 1:3–11




In November 1992, a friend of mine called Kerry Dixon went out to the Philippines with a team to work alongside the Christians out there. One day he and his team went to speak to an isolated tribe called the T’boli at Lake Sebu. It involved walking for several hours through rough terrain and mountain tracks over paddy fields and plantations. They took with them two interpreters: a Filipino pastor to translate English into Cebuano, and a T’boli member to translate Cebuano into his own language. At about 8 pm, after nightfall, word spread that the ‘white people’ had appeared. The tribe emerged from the darkness to gather by the light of flaming torches. Kerry then spoke about Jesus through the two interpreters to this group of people who had never heard about him. After the talk they pushed forward a middle-aged man, blind from birth, who was well-known and respected throughout the village. If Jesus was God they wanted to see him in action. 


In the hushed silence Kerry laid hands on the man and prayed for Jesus to heal him. He then asked if the man could see. He replied through the interpreters that he could see flickering lights through the darkness. After praying a second time, he could make out Kerry’s outline in front of him. The third time Kerry prayed, there was no need for any interpretation – the man was jumping for joy and praising the living God, who had performed a miracle before their eyes. All fifty people present that night were converted and a new church was begun. The church there is still growing.
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A heart of confidence in the power of God (vv.3–6)


The church at Philippi, like the church of T’boli, was founded by an extraordinary display of God’s power. The endeavour began IN AD 49 in utter frustration. Paul could not get into Asia or Bithynia. Every door appeared shut, but, as so often happens when circumstances seem against us, God opened up something much better. In a vision, Paul saw a man saying: ‘Come over to Macedonia and help us’ (Acts 16:9).


Paul responded by going with his companion, Silas, to Philippi. On the first Saturday that he was there he went down to the river where there was a group of women praying. (They had probably gathered there because there were not the necessary ten Jewish men in Philippi to form a synagogue.) As Paul spoke about Jesus, Lydia, a rich merchant woman, was converted and persuaded Paul to go and stay in her home. 


While he was staying there, he was followed around the town by a fortune-teller, who was clearly under demonic influence as a result of her involvement in the occult, and who kept on saying: ‘These men are servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved’ (Acts 16:17). Finally, after several days of this, Paul could take her endless repetitions no longer and turned around and said, ‘In the name of Jesus Christ I command you to come out of her!’ (Acts 16:18). At that moment the evil spirit came out. The woman was a slave and her owners were furious that she had lost her supernatural powers. They seized Paul and Silas and hauled them up in front of the authorities. They whipped up the crowd against them. The magistrates bowed to the pressure and ordered that they should be stripped, severely flogged and thrown into prison. 


In prison, with their feet in stocks, Paul and Silas prayed and sang hymns to God. They had seen God’s power to change the direction of Lydia’s life and to bring her whole family to faith. They had seen God’s power in setting free a slave afflicted by an evil spirit. Now they saw God’s power at work in another miraculous way: an earthquake shook the prison and every door flew open. The prison officer in charge was about to commit suicide as he thought all the prisoners had escaped and he feared the consequences. Paul, faced with freedom, chose instead to stay, and to bring his jailer to Christ. When Paul assured him that the prisoners were all still there he asked: ‘What must I do to be saved?’ This is what might be called ‘an evangelistic opportunity’! Paul explained what the prison officer had to do and thus he, and immediately afterwards his whole family, came to Christ and were baptised. 


These events were so clearly supernatural that Paul saw the astonishing power of God behind the human agency of his words. It was God’s power that started the church at Philippi, therefore he could have supreme confidence that God would complete what he had begun. This is the confidence we have if we are Christians: we have responded to God’s call and he has begun a good work in us. 


For the prison officer, the circumstances surrounding his conversion were extremely dramatic. Lydia would have been able to point to that extraordinary day when Paul arrived unannounced at the river as the starting point of her Christian life. Some of us know the exact day we became Christians; some of us may have experienced a dramatic conversion. However, it is quite likely that the children of the prison officer or of Lydia grew up as Christians and never knew a time when they did not have a relationship with God. It does not matter which category we fall into: if God begins a good work in us, he will carry it on to completion.


We need to retain this confidence even when life is difficult; indeed, that is the moment when we most need to exercise faith and hold on to the promises of God, confident in his power. When Paul writes that ‘he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus’ (v.6), he is thinking primarily of their church. But the promise applies equally to individual Christians. 


We can have this confidence for others as well as ourselves. Every true Christian who knows, loves and follows Jesus Christ can be sure that God will bring to completion the work he has begun in them. Jesus promised his disciples eternal life (John 10:28) – a quality of life which starts now and goes on for ever. We cannot have eternal life one minute and not the next. A Christian may lose their job, money, liberty or even their life, but they can never lose eternal life. Jesus added, ‘No one can snatch them out of my hand’ (John 10:28).


The hallmark of the true Christian is that he or she endures. It is true that some profess the faith and then seem to fall away. This may be because their original profession of faith was spurious, or it could be that it was genuine and that they have backslidden and will one day return.
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