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New Testament Epistles: Philippians 

 

5 Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus, 6 who, being in the form of God, did not consider it 
[b]robbery to be equal with God, 7 but [c]made Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant, and 
coming in the likeness of men. 8 And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became 
obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross. 9 Therefore God also has highly exalted Him and 

given Him the name which is above every name, 10 that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those in 
heaven, and of those on earth, and of those under the earth, 11 and that every tongue should confess that Jesus 

Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

 Philippians 2:5-11 

  

1. Occasion / Historical Context: Paul’s letter to the Philippians is one of the four “captivity” or “prison” 
epistles, most likely written while he was imprisoned in Rome. St. Paul first became involved in Philippi 
on his second missionary journey (49-51 A.D.). Part of Paul’s ministry there can be found in Acts 16ff 
where three important events happen: 1) Paul meets Lydia and she is converted by the Gospel, 2) the 
soothsaying girl is exorcized by Paul, and 3) the Roman jailer and his family are baptized and believe in 
Christ. The church in Philippi is also known as the first Christian church founded by Paul in Europe 
(known as Macedonia in Paul’s day, Greece today). From Paul’s words in the introduction of his epistle, 
and throughout the letter, it is evident that he had a close relationship with the members such as 
Epaphroditus, Euodia, Lydia, Syntyche, and Clement. 

The city of Philippi is located in Macedonia, on the North side of the Aegean Sea, several miles inland. 
Greek colonists originally founded the city in 356 B.C. and it was named after Philip II King of Macedon, 
the father of Alexander the Great. In Paul’s day, Philippi was a key Romany colony along the Via 
Egnatia, or the Egnatian Way, named after Roman proconsul, Gnaeus Egnatius, who commissioned its 
construction in the 2nd century B.C. This was an important road in the Roman system providing security, 
transportation, and commerce throughout the empire. Thessalonica is another famous city that is also 
along this important Roman road. 

Additionally, as a Roman colony, home to many Roman soldiers. And, as a Roman colony, its citizens 
enjoyed roman citizenship, which forms some of the background to Paul’s words about Christians’ true 
citizenship being in heaven with Christ. Roman citizenship carried with it certain rights and privileges 
not afforded to non-citizens. Roman citizenship was passed from father to son, and elevated a family 
above non-citizens, though it could also be awarded for service to the state, or purchased for a large 
sum of money. Roman citizens were also entitled to a hearing in Roman court under Roman law, and 
could not be punished with imprisonment, torture, or beating without due process. 

  
2. Date: A.D. 60 during Paul’s imprisonment in Rome (though some have argued for Philippians being 

written during Paul’s imprisonment in Caesarea or possibly Ephesus). 
 

3. Author: Paul, the apostle 
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4. Primary Theme(s): Fellowship in the Gospel gives joy in the Lord and leads to thinking like Jesus (i.e. 
the baptized mind in Christ) 
 

5. Purpose(s): 
a. Paul writes to build up the same confidence in the hearts of his hearers (1:27ff; 3:1ff; 4:4-13) 
b. To thank the church in Philippi for their support of Paul and the Gospel (1:3-26) 
c. To encourage the congregation in Philippi to remain in the unity found in Christ and in humility 

in Christian love with one another (2:1-11). 
d. To address some disunity in the congregation at Philippi in the face of persecution (1:27-30; 

4:2) 
e. To address the insistence by some Jews that circumcision is required (3:2-3, 18-19) 
f. To send Epaphroditus home (2:25-30) 
g. To announce the visit of Timothy (2:19-24) 

 
6. Theological Themes: 

a. Progress in joy with rejoicing in the Lord and in each other (1:25-26; 2:17-18; 4:4-7) 
b. Christian maturity by sharing in Christ’s death and resurrection (3:7-15; 3:20-21) 
c. Christian humility as modelled and given by Christ (2:1-11) 
d. Christian excellence as the fruit of righteousness (1:9-10; 4:8-9) 
e. Christian giving as partnership in the Gospel (1:5-7; 4:17-20) 

 
7. Outline / Structure: 

a.      Salutation (1:1-2) 
b.      Thanksgiving and Prayer (1:3-11) 
c.       News about Paul’s Preaching (1:12-26 

I.        Paul’s imprisonment (1:12-18) 
II.      Life in Christ (1:19-26) 

d.      Exhortations (1:27-2:18) 
I.        Live as Citizens of God’s kingdom, worthy of the Gospel (1:27-30) 
II.      Christ’s Humility (2:1-11) 
III.    Lights in the World (2:12-18) 

e.      Travel Plans for Timothy and Epaphroditus (2:19-30) 
f.        Further Exhortations (3:1-4:9) 

I.        Warnings against mutilators (3:1-11) 
II.      Straining toward the goal by imitating Paul (3:12-4:1) 
III.    Exhortation, encouragement, and Prayer (4:2-9) 

g.      Thanks for God’s provision and the Gifts received (4:10-20) 
h.      Final Greetings (4:21-23) 

  
8. Key Passages: 

a. Philippians 1:3-11 
b.  2:3-11 
c. 3:7-16 
d. 4:4-7 
e. 4:10-20 
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9. Martin Luther’s Preface to Philippians: 

“In this epistle St. Paul praises and admonishes the Philippians that they abide and carry on in the 
true faith and increase in love. But since injury is always done to faith by false apostles and 
teachers of works, he warns them against these men and points out to them many different 
preachers—some good, some bad—including even himself and his disciples, Timothy and 
Epaphroditus. This he does in chapters 1 and 2. 
In chapter 3 he rejects that human righteousness not based on faith, which is taught and held by 
the false apostles. He offers himself as an example: he had lived gloriously in this kind of 
righteousness, and yet now holds it to be nothing, for the sake of the righteousness of Christ. For 
human righteousness makes the belly its god, and makes men enemies of the cross of Christ. 
In chapter 4 he exhorts them to peace and good outward conduct toward each other, and thanks 
them for the gift they sent him.”[1] 

     
10. Liturgical Use: 

a. Phil 1:2-11 – Advent 2 C 
b. Phil 1:12-14, 19-30 – Proper 20 A 
c. Phil 2:1-18 – Proper 21 A 
d. Phil 2:5-11 – Passion Sunday ABC 
e. Phil 3:4-14 – Proper 22 A 
f. Phil 3:4-14 – Lent 5 C 
g. Pgil 3:17-4:1 – Lent 2 C 
h. Phil 4:4-7 – Advent 3 C 
i. Phil 4:4-13 – Proper 23 A 
j. Phil 4:6-20 – Thanksgiving  
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Who,	being	in	very	nature	God,	did	not	consider	equality	with	God	something	to	be	used	to	his	own	

advantage;	rather,	he	made	himself	nothing	by	taking	the	very	nature	of	a	servant,	being	made	in	human	

likeness.	And	being	found	in	appearance	as	a	man,	he	humbled	himself	by	becoming	obedient	to	death—	

even	death	on	a	cross!	Therefore	God	exalted	him	to	the	highest	place	and	gave	him	the	name	that	is	

above	every	name,	that	at	the	name	of	Jesus	every	knee	should	bow,	in	heaven	and	on	earth	and	under	

the	earth,	and	every	tongue	acknowledge	that	Jesus	Christ	is	Lord,	to	the	glory	of	God	the	Father.	

–	Philippians	2:6-11	

Illustration from www.fullofeyes.com 
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Philippians	4:19,	“And	my	God	will	supply	every	need	of	yours	according	to	His	riches	in	glory	in	Christ	

Jesus.”	

God’s	glory	in	Christ	satisfies	every	insufficiency,	every	lack,	every	longing,	and	every	loss.	There	is	no	

human	need	that	does	not	find	its	deepest	answer	in	Jesus	Christ–crucified	and	risen.	

Illustration from www.fullofeyes.com 

 [1] Luther, M. (1999). Luther’s works, vol. 35: Word and Sacrament I. (J. J. Pelikan, H. C. Oswald, & H. T. 

Lehmann, Eds.) (Vol. 35, p. 385). Philadelphia: Fortress Press. 


