Philippians Introduction

Each epistle of the New Testament has its own feel, its own message, and its own charm.  The letter to the Galatians was concerned with heading off the intrusion of Old Testament religion into the Gentile churches of the Galatian region.  The Apostle was frank, terse, and disciplinary.  In no other writing of St. Paul did he accuse the Church of being fools and of being bewitched.  And yet, through it all, they are shown the glorious Gospel of faith and grace and the marvelous liberty that the children of God have been given in Christ.


The letter to the Ephesians was dramatically different.  It was a glorious and joyful declaration of the love of God toward the Church and the marvelous things that He has done for us because it pleased Him to do so.  Some of the loftiest language to be found in the Bible was written in the Ephesians Letter in order to impress upon us the great inheritance that is ours through Jesus Christ because of the goodness of God our Father.


In this study of St. Paul's letter to the Philippians the Apostle is concerned with something different still.  He sets out to impress upon this vital and active group of Christian people the importance of understanding that we are one in Christ, that the ministries we have are given to us as gifts by a loving God, and that the true spirit of the ministry is to serve, not to be served, and to unselfishly seek to promote the other person ahead of ourselves.  In order to advance this message the Apostle uses many themes.  We will not try to preempt the discussion of them in this preface but they all point toward one goal.  We are to recognize that all that we are and have is given to us by God.  We are to understand that every legitimate need is fulfilled for us by God when we ask Him in earnestness, honesty, sincerity, and truth.  God has a high calling for every one of His people but in order to obtain that unbelievably rich and wonderful inheritance we must leave behind the carnal world of Adam with its ambitiousness and competitiveness; we must die with Christ in order to be resurrected with Him in our lives (in the sanctification context) and have that glorious righteousness of Christ active in our days and our deeds.


This is a brief summary of what we will be studying and we pray for the goodness, mercy, grace, wisdom, and power of God to be able to open this book out to your understanding and the building up of your faith.

In Acts 16:6-12 St. Paul is in the city of Troas in what is now western Turkey.  He had plans of preaching the Gospel in Asia, but was forbidden by the Holy Spirit to do so.  He also wanted to go into Bithynia, but the Spirit would not let him do that either.  Then the Apostle saw a vision of a man of Macedonia pleading with him to "come over to Macedonia and help us."

In New Testament times what is known to us today as "Greece" was two Roman provinces, Macedonia in the north, and Achaia in the south.  God had opened the door for St. Paul to take the Gospel from Asia to Europe.

The Apostle sailed northwest from Troas to Neapolis, a journey of about 100 miles.  Neapolis is known today as Kavala in Greece, and was the regular landing place for those who desired to travel by the Via Egnatia, the great Roman military highway stretching some 490 miles across Macedonia and that linked the Adriatic with the Aegean Sea.  The Apostle left the seaport of Neapolis and journeyed north to Philippi which was about ten miles inland.

Philippi has been described as the gate between Europe and Asia.  In Philippi St. Paul preached the Gospel for the first time on European soil.  Lydia and her household were his first encounters and then the Philippian jailer and his family.

The History of Philippi

The city was first occupied in the 6th century B.C. by settlers from Thasos (the northern-most of all the Aegean islands) who named it Krenides ("the springs") because water sources in the region were abundant.  In former times Philippi was a "gold rush" town—a feature which drew settlers to the area.  Around 358 B.C. Philip of Macedon established a settlement of Macedonians to protect the gold mines from looters.  Philippi was brought under Roman rule in 168 B.C.  The Philippi that St. Paul visited was a Roman colony founded by Augustus after the famous battle of Philippi.  In a series of clashes in 42 B.C., Mark Antony and Octavian (later endowed with the title 'Augustus') conquered the republican forces of the assassins of Julius Caesar; Cassius and Brutus.  This battle is believed by many historians to have marked the turning point between the Roman Republic and the Roman Empire.  Horace the Roman poet fought in this war on the side of Cassius and Brutus.  When he heard that Brutus had killed himself (a drama which we will not go into now) Horace, by his own admission, threw down his armor and weapons and fled for his life.  About ten years later, after Augustus turned on Marc Antony, his sole remaining competitor for Roman rule, and defeated him at the battle of Actium (31 B.C.).  Augustus turned Philippi into a Roman colony.  Augustus then moved veterans of the civil wars and the supporters of Mark Antony, whose lands he took over and whom he exiled from Italy, into Philippi.  Special privileges were allowed to them.  They were not required to pay taxes and they were granted the right to own and market property.  

At that time the colony of Philippi embraced an area of more than 700 square miles extending from the Pangaion Mountain Range in the North to the colony's seaport of Neapolis in the South; and from the Nestos river in the East to the Strymon in the West.  The City of Philippi was the urban political center of the colony.  Due to its situation on the Via Egnatia the City controlled the commercial life of the colony.

Acts 16:12 would seem to make it clear that Philippi was a Roman Colony.  A colony enjoyed special benefits: self-government, freedom from paying tribute to the Emperor, and all the rights of Rome proper, including Roman dress, language, coinage, and holidays.

The Roman Significance of Philippi

The colony served basically three different purposes in the course of Roman history: as a fortified outpost in a conquered country; as a means of providing for the poor of Rome; and as a settlement for veterans who had served their time.  

Roman Citizenship in Philippi

Roman citizenship is spoken of often in the New Testament.  In Acts 22:25-29 St. Paul was a Roman citizen and used it as a right to appeal to Caesar (Acts 25:11).  At Philippi he used his citizenship for protection (Acts 16:20-21).

St. Paul and Philippi
St. Paul visited Philippi during his second missionary journey.  The Philippians were principle supporters for St. Paul during his ministry, sending him gifts.  Whether the Philippians sent Epaphroditus with supplies and assistance for the Apostle or if Epaphroditus became impatient with the Philippians for failing to do so and took it upon himself to go to Rome, is an open question.  In any case, it is clear that the Philippian church was one of his best supporters.  On earlier occasions it was careful to communicate with him in his needs.

The Date of the Writing 

St. Paul wrote this letter to the Philippians during his imprisonment in Rome around 61 AD.  Some scholars contend that Philippians was written from a prison in Caesarea or Ephesus.  The arguments for that point of view are clever and sometimes ingenious but not persuasive.  Such biblical evidenced as there is places the date of authorship during Paul’s imprisonment in Rome.  There needed to be time for previous communication between Paul and the church in Philippi.

A more thorough treatise of the geography and history of Philippi would be time and space consuming and would add little if anything to the message.  Thus we are going to leave it here and move on.
