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An Introduction to Paul’s letter to the Philippians 

The city of Philippi was named by Alexander the Great in 356 BC after his father, King Phillip 
II of Macedon. At the time Paul wrote his letter, it was a prosperous city, and though not the 
“capital” it had a privileged position in the region. Amongst its population were a significant 
number of Roman soldiers who had been released from military service after battles 
between Roman leaders during the first century BC (Mark Antony, Cleopatra, Octavian). The 
city was run by military officers who reported directly to Rome, and Roman law prevailed in 
the same way it did on Italian soil. Roman citizenship was highly regarded. 

We’ll read about Paul’s first 
visit to Philippi in Acts 16. At 
that time, there was a 
community of Jewish people 
in the city, although it seems 
they didn’t have a synagogue 
building (Acts 16:13). Paul 
shared the good news about 
Jesus with these Jews, and 
with Gentiles, and a church 
was planted. When Paul left 
the city, he went on to preach 
the gospel in other parts of 
Greece and Asia Minor. But, 
like other churches he 
planted, he continued to hold 
a place in his heart for the Philippian church. 

Paul wrote his letter to the Philippians while he was in prison (1:13), probably in Rome 
around 61 AD. Epaphroditus had been sent to Paul from Philippi some time before, bearing a 
gift of material support (4:18). Now Paul was sending him back to Philippi (2:25ff), and the 
letter announces this. But Paul has more to say to the church than useful information about 
travel plans. 

He offers thanks and encouragement to the Philippian Christians for their partnership with 
him. He writes about his own suffering, and the effect of this on the spread of the gospel. He 
urges them to press on in the task of working out their own salvation because of the work 
God had done, and continued to do, in them. “Shine like stars in the universe as you hold out 
the word of life,” he says, “… be glad and rejoice with me.” (2:15,16,18) 

This message is for us, too, as we press on in gospel partnerships within our own 
congregation, and with people who are serving in ministry in other places. Rejoice in these 
partnerships and rejoice in the Lord always! (4:4) 
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Study 1 – Philippians 1 and Acts 16 

Read Acts 16:6-40 
1. Why did Paul visit Philippi? (Acts 16:6-12) 
 
2. How was the gospel received in this city? 
 

Acts 16:13-15 
 

Acts 16:16:24, 35-40 
 

Acts 16:25-34 
 
From other New Testament letters, we know that the church planted in Philippi and 
Macedonia was loyal to Paul. They provided material support while he was at Thessalonica 
(Phil 4:15-16), and also while he was at Corinth (see 2 Cor 11:8-9 and compare this with Acts 
18:5). 
 
3. What does Acts 16 tell us about the lasting spiritual impact of Paul’s visit? (See also Acts 

20:1-6; 1 Thessalonians 2:1-2) 
 
Read Philippians 1    
4. What does this chapter tell us about the ongoing relationship between Paul and the 

church in Philippi?  
 
5. What word does Paul use to sum up that relationship? 
 
6. What does Paul pray for the church in Philippi? (1:9-11) 
 
7. How are love and knowledge and depth of insight connected? Why are they both needed 

in the Christian life (1:9) 
 
8. What does Paul tell us about his physical and spiritual life at the time he was writing? 

(1:12-26) 
 
9. What was the result of his suffering? (1:12-18, and see also 4:22) 
 
10. How would Paul’s suffering be an encouragement and an example for the church in 

Philippi? (1:27-30) 
 
11. What similarities, if any, do you see between the first century church in Philippi and our 

own congregation in 21st century Australia? 
 
12. What can we “borrow” from Paul’s prayers for the Philippian church to use in our prayers 

for Christians who we are partnering with in gospel ministry? 
 

Pray!  
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Study 2 – Philippians 2 

Read Philippians 2 
1. Paul reminds us that Jesus humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death 

on a cross! (2:8) How did Jesus’ life and death influence Paul’s ministry, and also his 
attitude to being in prison for the gospel? 

 
 
2. How does Paul want Jesus’ attitude to shape the lives of the believers in Philippi (and 

ours!)? (2:2-5) 
 
 
 
3. What makes it possible to follow the example of Jesus? (2:1) 
 
 
 
4. What is the connection between our obedience to God (2:12) and God’s work of 

salvation in us (2:13)? 
 
 
 
5. Paul writes about the travel plans of Timothy and Epaphroditus and includes a 

description of the way they have worked with Paul (2:19-30). What do we learn about 
gospel partnership from the lives of these two men? 

 
 
 
6. What is the goal of Paul’s ministry of proclaiming the gospel? (2:14-18, see also 1:20) 
 
 
 
7. How is Paul’s goal for ministry an example to follow in our own ministry and service in 

our congregation? 
 
 
 
8. How can we grow together in gospel partnerships within our congregation, and with 

people sent out for ministry in other places? 
 
 
 
Pray 
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Study 3 - Philippians 3 

Read Philippians 3:1 – 4:1 
1. Paul has an impressive “religious pedigree” (3:4-6). He meets all the criteria that Jews in 

the 1st century AD believed were necessary for being counted righteous in the eyes of 
God. But what does Paul say this really amounts to? (3:7) 

 
 
 
2. What sort of righteousness does Paul say really matters? (3:8b-9) 
 
 
3. What does Paul want above all else? (3:10-11) 
 
 
4. Do we have “criteria” that we expect people to meet before they become part of our 

church family? What, if anything, do we need to let go? 
 
 
Paul says that the only righteousness worth having is the righteousness that came to him 
because of faith in Christ. For his eternal salvation, Paul has no confidence in anything that is 
done in, or to, his body. But he also speaks about action in the Christian life: Forgetting what 
is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for 
which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. (3:13-14) 
 
5. Faith and actions - how do these two aspects of the Christian life connect? (see also 

2:12-13) 
 
 
6. What should we hold onto to be saved? (3:16-17; 4:1) Why does Paul say this is 

something that we have already attained? (3:16)  
 
 
 
7. What is the end, the eternal destination, of people whose minds are on earthly things? 

(3:19) 
 
 
8. Paul contrasts this with the citizenship of Christians (3:20-21). Is he speaking of a future 

hope, or of a present reality?  
 
 
9. How does the idea of citizenship in heaven affect the way we will and work for God’s 

good pleasure (2:13)? 
 
 
Pray  
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Study 4 - Philippians 4 

Read Philippians 4 
Paul doesn’t give details about the disagreement between Euodia and Syntyche but naming 
them suggests that the conflict was well known in the congregation, and serious enough for 
help to be needed for reconciliation.  
 
1. What does it mean to agree in the Lord? Must Christians always share the same opinions 

on everything? (4:2-3; see also 2:1-4) 
 
 
 
2. Why is reconciliation between Christians important? (4:3) 
 
 
3. How is prayer an antidote for anxiety? (4:6-7) 
 
 
4. How might rejoicing (4:4), praying (4:6), and thinking about honourable things (4:8) lead 

to peace (4:9)? 
 
 
 
5. What is Paul’s “secret” about being content? (4:11-14)  
 
 
 
6. What do you think he means by “I can do everything through him who gives me 

strength” (4:13)? 
 
 
 
7. What was the fruit of the gifts given to Paul by the Philippian church? (4:16-18). 

 
 
 

8. What has changed in your understanding of gospel partnerships through reading Paul’s 
letter to the Philippians? What practical things will you do with this new understanding? 

 
 
 
 
Pray 
 
 
 
 


