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Lecture 1: Overview/Context of Philippians 

 

Big Picture Overview of Philippians 

Main Theme: Christ is the gospel in which believers are partakers 

I. Partakers in Advancing the Cause of Christ (1:1-18) 

II. Living Worthy of Christ by Imitating Christ (1:19-2:11) 

III. Serving and Suffering for the Cause of Christ (2:12-30) 

IV. Obtaining the Prize by Supremely Knowing Christ (3:1-16) 

V. God Provides for Every Servant in the Kingdom of Christ (3:17-4:23) 

Summary:  The book of Philippians suggests that believers (i.e., those who repent and believe by 
turning from their sin and trusting in Christ) are partakers in the saving work of Christ.  As a 
result, they are called to advance that cause (the gospel message) through living, serving, and 
suffering in a manner worthy of that good news (“the gospel” means good news).  The model for 
our advancement of the gospel is the life and death of Christ.  Through knowing Christ, and 
sharing in His suffering, they have been obtained by Christ, and press on in order to obtain for 
ourselves the resurrection made possible through Christ.  The hope of resurrection is one 
example of the truth that God provides for every need of those who are citizens and servants in 
the kingdom of Christ.  He rewards the sacrificial faith of those who imitate His Son and exalts 
their humility accordingly.  Overall, the book of Philippians is about the gospel of Jesus Christ 
and the outworking of that good news in the lives of those who faithfully follow Him. 

 

Quick Facts: 

Author: the Apostle Paul wrote from Roman imprisonment 
Audience: the Church at Philippi     Date: 61 or 62 A.D.    Background:  Acts 9, 16, 20  
Purpose: The main purpose of Paul’s letter to the church at Philippi was three-fold: 

1) to thank them for their contribution to his ministry, 
2) to exhort them to rejoice in the gospel, 
3) to inform them of his circumstances. 

 
Key Themes: Some of the distinctives of the letter are: 

1) Rejoicing in the gospel of Jesus Christ,  
2) Living worthy of the gospel of Jesus Christ,  
3) and Fellowship in the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Philippians: 

The Glorious Gospel of Jesus Christ 
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Features: 
Paul’s letter to the Philippians sparkles with joy in a sort of life-giving, heart-refreshing 
sort of way that transforms the most mundane realities of everyday life.  It shows the 
heart of Paul at his most mature estate, having weathered the storms of his earlier 
ministry and has subsequently ripened over time.  Paul’s faith in Christ has not only 
survived trials, but it has aged with the grace and wisdom that come from the fires of 
refinement.  Paul is writing from prison, near the end of his earthly life, and awaiting 
trial for a capital charge.  Despite his personal circumstances, Paul is captivated with a 
joyous pursuit of the person of Christ and His work among His followers.  Throughout 
the letter, Paul emphasizes Christ-like lifestyle, integrity, and “citizenship” (Bockmuehl).   

Authorship: 

Pauline authorship of the epistle to the Philippians is virtually undisputed, even by the 
most critical scholars.  It was not only quoted by the early church Fathers, but it was 
clearly attributed to Paul by Irenaeus, Clement, and Tertullian.  It is also included in the 
earliest list of authoritative New Testament writings that was dated in the 2nd century 
A.D.  Paul was an Apostle of Jesus Christ since he was both converted and called into the 
gospel ministry by Christ while traveling on the Damascus Road.  There is dispute about 
the location from which Paul composed this letter.  While it was clearly written during 
Paul’s time in prison, no one knows whether he was in Ephesus, Caesarea, or Rome.  G. 
Walter Hansen, in his commentary on Philippians, provides a legitimate case for Paul 
having been imprisoned in Rome during this letter’s composition.  For the purpose of 
this study, we will refer to Rome as the place of Paul’s imprisonment.  This letter is 
considered one of the “Prison Epistles” composed circa. 60-62 A.D. 

Audience: 

Paul wrote to the church at Philippi.  Paul had planted this church during his 2nd 
missionary journey (Acts 16:11-40).  The Philippians, in support of Paul, sent 
Epaphroditus to minister to him.  They also brought a financial gift to him (Phil. 2:25; 
4:10-20).  Epaphroditus fell ill, but became well enough for Paul to send him back to 
Philippi with this letter (2:28-30).  Paul also hoped to send Timothy (2:19-24) to 
encourage and serve the church until he was able to visit them upon his release from 
prison (1:18-26). 

The church at Philippi actually seemed to have originated from a Jewish prayer 
gathering that was meeting outside the city walls.  It was not gathered in a synagogue, 
because it was predominantly a Roman city and no synagogue was present.  The lack of 
men mentioned as being present at the prayer gathering leads one to think that the 
church was primarily comprised of women.  While there is no indication as to how long 
Paul stayed in Philippi, there is evidence that a core group was established through 
Lydia and the Philippian jailer who were some of the city’s first converts.  Several 
conversions and baptisms followed afterward.  Textual evidence in Acts 17:1 indicates 
that Paul and Silas may have left Luke behind in Philippi when they traveled on toward 
Thessalonica.  Most of what is known about Philippi and the church there can be found 
in Acts 16:11-40. 
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Historical Circumstances: 

Paul 

Paul was born a Roman citizen, and remained under Roman law.  He was both protected 
and ruled by it.  He was also of Jewish descent as he was circumcised on the eighth day 
as a member of the tribe of Benjamin, being thoroughly Hebrew and well-trained in the 
Law.  He was the “cream of the crop” as a young Hebrew scholar and studied under the 
famous Gamaliel.  He was also a murderer of the church.  Paul encountered Christ and it 
completely changed him.  He came to love those he once passionately hated.  He became 
an Apostle through his encounter with the risen Christ on the Damascus Road.  His 
calling was authenticated by various signs that performed, but in every case, these signs 
were made subservient to the purpose of Paul’s message—preaching the good news (“the 
gospel”) of Jesus Christ.  During his traveling ministry, he often spent time ministering 
to (or planting) churches throughout the Roman Empire while staying in Gentile homes. 

Paul placed a high priority on preaching the gospel, and one example of such loyalty is 
the fact that he did not run after being freed from Roman imprisonment.  When he got 
into trouble, he did not immediately appeal to his Roman citizenship to circumvent 
beatings.  He realized that not every believer would have such a lofty “trump card” (i.e., 
“Roman citizenship”) to play in order to prevent personal suffering at the hands of 
religious opposition.  For Paul to have appealed to his citizenship would have been 
counter-productive for the spread of the gospel.  So, he often “took it on the chin” so that 
he might set an example of how to suffer for the sake of Christ.  It’s obvious that Paul did 
not consider his Roman citizenship as a defining characteristic, though he wasn’t afraid 
to use it when he thought that was in the best interest of the gospel.  He saw his 
citizenship as being, first and foremost, in heaven and only used the Roman citizenship 
“trump card” after he had already suffered injustice.  He did this so that he might shame 
the authorities into allowing the spread of the gospel.  In this way, his suffering opened 
up many doors for the preaching and teaching of the person and work of Jesus Christ. 

City of Philippi 

Philippi was a Roman colony and the leading city in the district of Macedonia.  It was 
founded in the 4th century B.C. and patterned after Rome.  It was also well-governed as a 
model of Roman structure and authority.  Mark Antony and Octavius (Augustus) 
defeated Brutus and Cassius there in 42 B.C.  Augustus resettled Philippi as a Roman 
colony with his army and a group of Italian farmers in 31 B.C.  It was a truly a Roman 
city in its structure, architecture, and manner of government, much unlike the other 
cities that were formerly Greek cities taken over by the Roman Empire. 

The colonists enjoyed Roman citizenship, property and legal rights, and tax exemption.  
The city was very loyal to its Emperor even though some of its residents were not of 
Roman descent.  It was a medium-sized colony that thrived as an agricultural center 
with walls and gates to protect it, and a river nearby to sustain it.  One of the major 
roads of the Empire, the Via Egnatia, ran through the city.  It would have been 
comparable to the modern-day interstate in that it was a commercial thoroughfare 
extending throughout the Empire.  With the city’s key locale along the Via Egnatia, 
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Philippi was ideally placed for trade links of agriculture (esp. grain and wine) for which 
the city had long been famous.  It was also famous for highly-prized purple dyes.  
Annually, it brought many visitors and merchants through this thriving image of Rome.  
Within the Philippian society, there was a strong spiritual and cultural climate that Paul 
would work hard to redefine amidst the opposition present there. 

There was incredible religious syncretism in Philippi (esp. local Thracian, Greek, and 
oriental cults, as well as the Emperor Cult).  Many would have referred to Zeus or 
Jupiter as the “most high god”, but the Christians would have seen Yahweh as the “Most 
High God”.  When Paul and his companions arrive at Philippi, they looked for a Jewish 
place of worship as was common to their entrance to most cities (Acts 9:20; 13:5, 14-18; 
14:1; cf. 17:1, 10, 17; 18:4; 19:8).  Since they did not find a synagogue, they went outside 
the gate by the river (Acts 16:13) which confirms that there was neither a building nor a 
ritual bath for worship.  Paul typically targeted synagogues as a starting place to share 
the gospel and plant new churches.  It was at this gate by the river where Paul 
encountered the place of prayer where Lydia of Thyatira (Acts 16:14-15) was gathered 
with others.  Lydia urges them to stay in her home—both hospitality and protection. 

Luke’s account (Acts 16:16-18) further provides report of the exorcism of a lucratively 
clairvoyant slave-girl, meaning she was able to see realities beyond the “five senses”.  
The owners who were making a lot of money off of her were enraged at Paul and Silas 
and caused quite a commotion.  They were accused of disturbing the peace and 
proselytizing (spreading propaganda) that was un-Roman.  Paul and Silas (Acts 16:22-
24) were beaten and then briefly imprisoned.  Traditionally, Paul and Silas were freed 
from prison by an earthquake that resulted in the conversion of a Philippian jailer who 
then becomes one of the city’s first converts.  The magistrates of the city decide that Paul 
and Silas should be released.  Paul then addresses that he is a Roman citizen and has 
been treated unjustly and therefore is briefly given more freedom to minister in the city 
since the officials are afraid that they have beaten and imprisoned a Roman citizen 
without just trial.  So, it seems that Paul founded the Philippian church around A.D. 51 
or 52, and then visited it twice before later writing from a Roman prison in A.D. 61-62, 
ten years after the church was founded. 
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