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Lecture 3: “The Advancement of the Gospel” (1:12-18) 

Philippians 1:12-18 “I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has 

really served to advance the gospel, so that it has become known throughout the whole 

imperial guard and to all the rest that my imprisonment is for Christ. And most of the 

brothers, having become confident in the Lord by my imprisonment, are much more bold 

to speak the word without fear.  Some indeed preach Christ from envy and rivalry, but 

others from good will. The latter do it out of love, knowing that I am put here for the 

defense of the gospel. The former proclaim Christ out of rivalry, not sincerely but thinking 

to afflict me in my imprisonment. What then? Only that in every way, whether in pretense 

or in truth, Christ is proclaimed, and in that I rejoice.” 

 

I.  Paul’s Circumstances Serve to Advance the Gospel (1:12-14) 

 Information: Beginning in v. 14, Paul’s letter turns from informing the Philippians of 
his intercession on their behalf to information regarding his circumstances.  He tells 
them of his present situation (imprisonment) and how God has used it for the spread of 
the gospel.  He uses the typical Greek formula within a letter for divulging information: 
“I want you to know, brothers…”1  While Paul suggests that he wants his readers to 
know about his situation, he avoids giving them detail.  He simply refers to his 
imprisonment or “my chains.”  The Philippians, according to this letter, do not know the 
actual conditions of his imprisonment or the events that such punishment might entail. 
 

 Gospel Priorities:  Obviously, Paul places little priority on giving personal details 
regarding his situation, because to him it is the gospel that matters most.  “Paul 
focuses on the progress of the gospel rather than on his personal experience in prison 
because it was the gospel that mattered most to him… The progress of the gospel was, in 
fact, the most important personal concern in Paul’s life” (Hansen, 67).  Paul emphasizes 
the unlikely (though clearly providential) opportunity that his circumstances have 
provided.  He stresses that his situation has actually served to advance the gospel.  For 
this reason, Paul can express gratitude for God that even the dark providence of suffering 
has been ordained by a sovereign God who uses his suffering so that others might be 
exposed to His glory and brought to a saving knowledge of His grace.  The Philippians 
are told almost nothing of the events or resulting feelings regarding his daily suffering; 
however, they are able to see Paul giving praise to God that the good news of Christ his 
Savior is being proclaimed to an audience that might otherwise have never heard it. 
 

                                                 
1 Hansen, 65-66.  These study notes were greatly enhanced by using G. Walter Hansen’s commentary, The Letter to the Philippians. 

Philippians: 

The Glorious Gospel of Jesus Christ 
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 Obstacles or Opportunities:  Paul’s situation might seem like an obstacle to gospel 
ministry, but in all reality it ends up being one of his greatest ministry opportunities.  
“Chains are certainly an obstacle to progress, according to conventional wisdom” 
(Hansen, 66), but ironically, in Paul’s case we see quite the opposite.  Paul uses the word 
actually to denote a surprising alternative to a negative expectation.2 
 

 Encouragement: Paul seems to stress the fruit of his hardship for a couple of reasons.  
He seems to be teaching the Philippians the value of hardship as being a God-ordained 
means of bringing about gospel proclamation.  They are already facing hardship (1:30), 
and if they continue in their gospel work then they will continue to face opposition.  So, 
Paul hopes to encourage them to be steadfast as the endure suffering and continue in 
their gospel partnership.  For this reason, he reminds them that their partnership is not 
nullified by his imprisonment.  Instead, prison has only strengthened their partnership.  
Thus, Paul’s example will help the Philippians to endure their own suffering purposefully 
for the furtherance of the gospel, and it will help them to stay dedicated to the ministry 
of Paul since they know that their partnership continues.                                      
Discussion Question:  Do you see dark providences in your own life as opportunities 
to glorify God and spread the good news of Christ‟s saving work? 
 

 Vindication:  Paul’s unlikely progress for the gospel demonstrates that all who suffer 
for the cause of Christ will be vindicated, possibly in this world and certainly in the next.  
“Though the messenger may be bound in chains, the message cannot be bound” 
(Hansen, 67).  As the book of Acts indicates, it was the spilling of martyrs’ blood that was 
a catalyst for the advancement of the gospel as the Spirit marched through one heart 
after another with the mighty word of God.  Paul’s immediate vindication was that his 
preaching had an impact on the imperial guard. 
 

 Palace Guard:  Palace Guard was a name for the most elite group of Roman soldiers 
who served as special bodyguard for Caesar.  The group consisted of 9,000 of the best 
soldiers in the entire Roman military.  In some instances, they exerted a great deal of 
control over Caesar himself (i.e., After they assassinated Caligula, they enthroned 
Claudius as his successor.  They also played a significant role in Nero’s reign.).3  
However, Paul was not intimidated by these elite troops. Instead, he sought to evangelize 
them.  He emphasized to them that his chains were not for Rome, but rather for Christ.  
Paul was imprisoned, because he chose to identify himself with Christ.  
Instead of seeing chains on Paul as an evidence of Caesar’s power, the palace guard was 
forced to recognize that Paul was imprisoned because the gospel had compelled him to 
preach Christ.  The love of Christ had affected Paul more powerfully than the laws that 
Caesar had instituted.  Preaching about the freedom that comes from Christ was more 
important to Paul than experiencing the political and social freedoms of Rome. 
 

 Lordship of Christ:  Paul’s proclamation of Jesus Christ as Lord would have been 
viewed as subversive to the lordship of the Roman Emperor, Caesar.  In 2:11 and 3:20, 
Paul challenges Caesar’s sovereignty when he claims that Jesus Christ is Lord.  In this 
way, Paul took great joy that his chains provided tangible evidence of his submission to 
Christ’s lordship instead of Caesar’s.  As one united with Christ, Paul’s greatest ambition 
was to share in the sufferings of Christ (3:10) so that he might also share with him in 
glory.  For this reason, Paul continually preached the lordship of Christ to those in 

                                                 
2 Hansen, 66-67.  “Perhaps Paul is employing a subtle play on words.  The Greek word for advance (prokopē) sounds similar to the 
Greek word for hindrance (proskopē).”  Naturally, one would expect imprisonment to be a hindrance rather than an advancement. 
3 Hansen, 67-68.   
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Rome.4  This reminds me of something that Abraham Kuyper said about the sovereign 
lordship of Christ: “There is not a square inch in the whole domain of our human 
existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not cry: „Mine!‟” 
Discussion Question:  What areas of your life are you most failing to recognize the 
lordship of Christ?  How might you demonstrate greater submission to Him? 
 

 Boldness:  Paul demonstrates that he fears (reverences) God more than he fears 
(cowers) before man.  His confidence is rooted in the finished work of Christ and the 
sustaining power that Paul has experienced even during his imprisonment.  Therefore, 
he can speak boldly in sharing the gospel as he faces danger with a divine fearlessness.  
Paul’s boldness serves to infect the Philippians and to strengthen their spines: “Courage 
is contagious.  The timid catch boldness from the brave.”5 
 

II. Paul’s Central Focus is on Preaching Christ (1:15-18) 

 Opposition:  Paul informs the Philippians that some are not supportive of him.  While 
he calls all of these individuals “brothers,” he clearly draws a dividing line between the 
two groups (some… others… both seem to refer back to brothers in v. 14).  Both groups 
are preaching Christ (vv. 15, 17, 18); however, the first group is motivated by envy and 
rivalry.6  Some commentators speculate that other “preachers” became jealous at Paul’s 
boldness and success in preaching and now preach out of envy and rivalry so that they 
may gather a following while Paul is in prison.  Their attitudes were marked by selfish 
ambition with the goal of causing trouble for Paul (v. 17).  This may be one reason why 
Paul emphasizes the need to be of the same mind and do nothing out of selfish ambition 
(2:3) in the same manner that was found in Christ’s selfless sacrifice (2:5-11).    
Discussion Question:  How often do we compete with others spiritually by trying to 
protect our image, attempt to “one-up” others, or draw attention to ourselves even 
though it appears that we‟re merely servant-minded, humble, and spiritually mature?  
 

 Support:  Paul commends the second group who preaches Christ in support of Paul’s 
ministry.  They are true-partners in the work of the gospel.  Their motivation is good-
will (v. 15).  They stepped in the gap during Paul’s absence so that the preaching of the 
gospel would continue in Philippi.  They want what is best for Paul’s ministry and for the 
proclamation of the good news.  In this way, their ultimate motivation is love—both for 
Paul their brother and (ultimately) for Christ their Savior.  They supported Paul’s 
ministry, because they know that he was imprisoned for the defense of the gospel (v. 16).  
Unlike those who are merely trying to serve themselves and stir up trouble for Paul, those 
who preach Christ out of love are sincere in their devotion to Christ and to Christ’s 
Apostle.  Their good-will toward Paul had to be a tremendous encouragement to him.     
Discussion Question: When you‟re serving Christ do you consider ways to encourage 
others within the body of Christ by the way you go about your work for the gospel? 
 

 Defense of Love:  It was love that motivated the Philippians to stand in the gap for 
Paul, because they had a passion for the same mission.  Their focus was a single-minded 

                                                 
4 Paul uses the phrase “in the Lord” throughout the letter (2:19, 24, 29; 3:1; 4:1-2, 4) to indicate that it is the Lord Jesus Christ who 
“motivates and empowers the actions and attitudes of believers.”  Christ’s lordship confronts every proud human heart (2:5-11). 
5 Hansen, 70.  Elsewhere, Paul speaks of sharing the good news in terms of “the word” (1 Thess. 1:6; Gal. 6:6; Col. 4:3; 2 Tim. 4:3); 
“the word of God”/“the word of the Lord”/“the word of Christ” (1 Thess. 1:8; 2:13; 2 Thess. 3:1; 1 Cor. 14:36; 2 Cor. 2:17; 4:2; Col. 
1:25; 3:16).  Paul clarified (1:15-18) that Christ is the content of gospel preaching. 
6 “Envy and rivalry are often paired in Paul’s letters in lists of reprehensible characteristics of evil people.  Envy and rivalry are 
works of the flesh (Gal. 5:20-21) and evidence of a depraved mind (Rom. 1:28-29),” Hansen, 72.  Similar attitudes can be found 
among false teachers (1 Tim. 6:3-4), those enslaved by various passions (Tit. 3:3), and those who are warped and sinful (Tit. 3:9-11). 
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vision for seeing the gospel spread through their preaching.  In so doing, they confirmed 
the ministry of Paul who had that same vision and was now put in chains for the defense 
of that great message.  Hansen writes, “Knowledge increases and guides love” (73).  
Essentially, Paul’s imprisonment was a divine appointment ordained by God for the 
furtherance of the saving message of the cross.  “Paul’s goal was not a defense of himself 
to protect his life, but a defense of the gospel of Christ.”7   
 

 Selfishness & Selflessness:  Those who attempted to harm Paul (and his ministry) 
were doing so out of selfish ambition.8  Their service was more self-glorifying than God-
glorifying; it was more self-promoting than others-edifying.  They did not seek to spread 
the gospel nearly as much as they sought to boost their own popularity.  They also sought 
to do harm more than good.  However, Paul’s language shows a contrast between those 
who serve out of love and good-will and those who serve in a more selfish manner.  
Those who were selfish thought/supposed that they could cause Paul trouble (v. 17), but 
those who served selflessly knew that God intended to use Paul even in prison.9  So while 
the selfish preachers were preaching from false motives, their content was true.  On the 
other hand, the selfless preachers were preaching from pure motives with true content.  
The second group’s lives were consistent with their message.  It seems that both 
groups; however, were a part of the church even though we do not have direct evidence 
that there was a schism in the church. 
 

 Character of Christ:  “The motives of envy and rivalry contradict the message of the 
self-giving love of Christ.  Selfish ambition is not consistent with the proclamation of the 
cross of Christ.  A desire to stir up trouble for fellow Christians undermines the unity of 
all who proclaim Christ.”10  In Philippians 2, Paul emphasizes the selfless love of Christ 
that placed others above His own interests.  He brought redemption to mankind at great 
cost to Himself, and did that out of love for man and to reflect the Father’s glory.  His 
obedience was to the point of death, and eventually Paul would experience the same 
thing as he would die for the cause of the gospel (most likely under Nero’s rule).  The 
Philippians were called to treat one another in this sacrificial manner (2:3; 2:14; 4:2).  As 
long as the focus is kept on Christ, there will be unity (not competition) in the church. 
 

 Message of Christ:  Paul was unwilling to compete with anyone.  His greatest goal was 
not his own self-promotion but rather the proclamation of the gospel.  Paul did not care 
so much whether Christ was preached from pure motives or not, just so long as Christ 
was preached.  The message was more important than the means, even though it’s 
obvious that Paul did not think highly of the heart attitude of these false preachers.  “If 
the message of Christ is compromised, diluted, or supplemented in any way, then Paul 
forcefully confronts those who tamper with the message itself.”11 

                                                 
7 Hansen, 73.  Paul was selfless in that he was thinking about the message of Christ, the spiritual needs of the palace guard, and even 
the struggles of the Philippians instead of his own physically-dire situation of being imprisoned.  That reflects Christ as shown in 
Philippians 2:5-11.  So, not only are many of the Philippian preachers behaving selflessly, but they are imitating Paul’s example. 
8 Similar words are found in: Romans 2:8 (“self-seeking”) and 2 Corinthians 12:20 (“factions”).  This attitude is listed in a number of 
vices that Paul describes in 2 Cor. 12:20 and Galatians 5:20.  Paul directly exhorts the believers at Philippi to “do nothing out of 
selfish ambition” (2:3).  Those who were preaching Christ selfishly were not preaching Christ sincerely.   
9 Hansen writes (73): “Paul’s supporters were motivated by knowing that his imprisonment was the result of God’s appointment of 
him for the defense of the gospel.  Their knowledge was true.  Paul’s rivals were motivated by supposing that Paul’s imprisonment 
gave them a way to cause him trouble.  Their supposition was false.”  Throughout Paul’s letters he uses the word trouble to refer to a 
number of outward circumstances: persecution (1 Thess. 1:6; 3:3), and beatings, imprisonment, riots, hard work, sleepless nights, 
and hunger (2 Cor. 6:4-5).  It also sometimes refers to inward distress or anguish of heart: 2 Corinthians 2:4.  See also Acts 20.   
10 Hansen, 75.  Paul’s joy 
11 Hansen, 75.  Paul is unconcerned about his own position or fame in comparison to other men.  In fact, he only criticizes such men 
when they malign the message of Christ by adding to or detracting from it (cf. 3:2 “mutilators of the flesh”).   


