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In depth commentary 

Gordon Fee. Paul’s Letter to the Philippians (Eerdmans: Grand 
Rapids, 1995) 
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Why preach it? 
Paul’s letter to the Philippians is intense.  The apostle already 
knows that Christ is unique, and that the gospel changes 
everything.  But now that he is facing his own possible 
execution,1 these things throb with new and vivid reality and 
every distraction seems to fade away. 
Paul loves the church at Philippi.  It has been called his 
‘sweetheart church’.  They have sent him a gift,2 and he writes 
back with more than just a thank you.  He gives shares with 
them his own deep joy in Christ.  He wants them to know as he 
knows, and to see as he sees – because this Christ-shaped view 
of reality changes everything.  Paul mentions Jesus Christ 48 
times in 104 verses. 
Any church, at any time, could benefit from catching sight of 
what Paul sees so clearly.  Indeed, the letter has blessed the 
Church many times since Paul first wrote it.  But surely now we 
need it more than ever.  As we emerge disorientated from the 
longer-term effects of Covid, we don’t just need consolation, or 
even plans; we need a Christ-shaped view of reality that 
changes everything. 

Preaching a NT letter 
There are two key steps in preaching a NT letter: 

1. Faithfully recover the author’s message to his original 
audience. 

2. Relate that message relevantly to your own audience. 

 
1 Philippians 1:20 
2 Philippians 4:10 



Original message 
Letters are usually written with a purpose in mind.  Even if there 
are many reasons for writing and many secondary purposes, the 
author usually wants their letter to do something.  (Like a good 
sermon.)  If you can recover that purpose, very often the letter 
suddenly ‘makes sense’.  You can understand: 
• why write now 
• why use these words and illustrations 
• why use this order and structure 
• why use this beginning and this ending 

Most letters contain lots of ideas.  But understanding the 
primary purpose helps you to preach the message behind those 
ideas and not just a list of disconnected ideas. 

Your audience 

You are preaching (mainly) to Christians, called to ‘give up their 
lives, take up their crosses and follow Jesus’ until he returns.  
The NT letters were written to people with the same call and in 
the same era of Salvation History.  Therefore, much of what the 
NT letter writers wanted to tell their audiences you will want to 
tell your audience too. 
On the other hand, we live in different times and each church 
faces specific challenges and questions.  (The same was true of 
the early churches; the letter to the Philippians is very different 
from the letters to the Corinthians.)  You know your church, and 
it is your job to prayerfully consider the implications of the 
letter’s message for your people. 



Before you start writing 
Whatever message the Spirit gives you after you have carefully 
and prayerfully considered the letter and your people, make 
sure you do what every NT letter does – make Jesus the hero of 
your message.  Without him at the centre, encouragements 
become flattery; rebukes become cruelty; and moral teaching 
fosters pride or despair.  With him at the centre, you will 
instead disturb the comfortable and comfort the disturbed. 

Original context 

The church at Philippi 
Luke describes the planting of the church at Philippi during 
Paul’s second missionary journey in Acts chapter 16. 
God called Paul into the Greek region of Macedonia through a 
vision.3  Philippi was a proud Roman colony in that territory – a 
little bit of Rome away from Rome.4  There was no Jewish 
synagogue and few ethnic Jews – just a handful of Greek 
converts to Judaism (God-fearers) who met by the river to 
pray.5  Thus, Philippi was not just the gospel’s first landing place 
in Europe, but its first landing place without Jewish roots.  
Within the Acts storyline, Philippi is the gospel’s first step out 
towards ‘the ends of the earth’.6 
The mission to Philippi was something only the Spirit of God 
would orchestrate – breathless, dramatic, and surprising at 
every turn. 

 
3 Acts 16:9 
4 Acts 16:12 
5 Acts 16:13 
6 Acts 1:8, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all 
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 



• Lydia, a thriving merchant, is converted instantly by the 
word about Jesus and becomes the mission team’s host.7 

• Perhaps just days later, an irritated Paul casts a noisy, 
attention-seeking demon out of a slave-girl who won’t stop 
following them.  Her liberation results in the team’s 
imprisonment for ‘anti-Roman’ behaviour.8 

• That night an earthquake shakes the prison and frees the 
prisoners to walk away.  But instead, Paul sets the humbled 
and terrified jailer and his household free from sin through 
liberating power of the gospel.9 

• The Roman justices acquit the missionaries the next 
morning.  Nevertheless, they are deported out of the city 
leaving behind two infant Christian households, and 
perhaps Dr Luke.10 

Paul maintained a close partnership with the young Philippian 
church from that day on.11  Journeys described in 1 and 2 
Corinthians mention at least two trips to Macedonia which very 
likely involved stays in Philippi. 

The letter and its purpose 
Paul almost certainly wrote this letter during his final 
imprisonment in Rome.12  That imprisonment is described in 
Acts 28 and took place around AD 60-62 – roughly ten years 
after Paul’s mission to Philippi. 
Many factors prompted Paul to write this letter. 
• He had time on his hands under house arrest. 

 
7 Acts 16:15 
8 Acts 16:16-24 
9 Acts 16:25-34 
10 Acts 16:35-40; notice how Luke, the author of Acts, uses the pronoun ‘we’ between verses 10 and 17 – suggesting that he is 
with the missionaries as they are called into Macedonia, travel to Philippi, and establish the fellowship at Lydia’s home, but is 
not thrown into prison with them, or out of Philippi with them. 
11 Philippians 1:5 
12 Philippians 1:13 & 4:22 refer to personnel from the emperor’s household. 



• He wanted to thank them for the help they had sent with 
Epaphroditus. 

• He wanted to explain why he was sending Epaphroditus 
back to them. 

• He wanted to tell them how he was doing under arrest. 
• He wanted to let them know his (provisional) plans. 

But, reading the letter, it’s clear that what Paul really wants to 
do is give the Philippians something.  He knows that these may 
be his last words to them, and he wants to leave them with 
the most important thing he has to give – a reality-
transforming, single-minded, all-absorbing love for Jesus 
Christ. 

Letter structure 
Philippians is relatively short and has a simple structure.  How 
might we order it? 

Key verses 
Commentators have pointed out that each chapter has a key 
verse. 
Box 1 – key verses 
Jesus Christ is my delight 
“For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.” 

(1:21) 

Jesus Christ is my inspiration 
“In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as 
Christ Jesus.” 

(2:5) 

Jesus Christ is my treasure 
“I want to know Christ—yes, to know the power of his resurrection and 
participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death.” 

(3:10) 

Jesus Christ is my sufficiency 
“I can do all this through him who gives me strength.” 

(4:13) 



Classical form 
Scholars have shown that the letter has the classical form of a 
Greco-Roman ‘letter of friendship’.13 
Box 2 – Greco-Roman letter of friendship 
Address and greeting (1:1-2) 
Prayer for the recipients  (1:3-11) 
Reassurance about the sender  (1-12-26) 
Request for assurance about the recipients  (1:27-2:18 & 3:1-4:3) 
Information about the movement of intermediaries  (2:19-30) 
Exchange of greetings with third parties  (4:21-22) 
Closing benediction  (4:23) 

    

Content 
However, what brings the letter to life is seeing how Paul prays 
for his recipients, how he reassures them about his situation 
etc. – in other words the content.  Considering the flow of 
Paul’s message and purpose, we will be preaching the letter in 8 
parts as follows: 
Box 3 – our structure based on content 
I thank my God 1:1-11 
I want you to know 1:12-26 
Worthy of the Gospel 1:27-2:11 
Work out your salvation 2:12-30 
I want to know Christ 3:1-11 
I press on 3:12-4:1 
The peace of God will be with you 4:2-9 
My God will meet all your needs 4:10-23 

 

 
13 Gordon Fee. Paul’s Letter to the Philippians (Eerdmans: Grand Rapids, 1995) p.3 



The sermon series 

Reading the letter as one continuous whole, in which Paul aims 
to leave the Philippian Christians with the same Christ-centred 
interpretation of reality that changes everything for him, I have 
suggested below how that message builds through each 
section.  I’ve also suggested some possible implications for our 
congregation. 
As you prepare however, it may be that you see something in 
the text that I have not seen.  You will certainly see things in the 
life of the congregation that I haven’t seen.  Please preach as 
the Sprit leads you.  But as you do so, check the message of 
previous and upcoming section(s) to ensure that what you will 
say doesn’t repeat, anticipate, or contradict another section. 

1. I thank my God (1:1-11) 

The church at Philippi was Paul’s ‘sweetheart church’.  In this 
section he tells them that they’re on his mind (3-5), in his heart 
(7-8), and in his prayers (9-11).  Most church leaders could learn 
from Paul’s affection for this church. 
However, his affection is more than a feeling.  It flows from his 
partnership with them.  This partnership is working towards a 
goal – the day of Christ Jesus (v.6 & 10).  Paul and the 
Philippians share in a partnership in Christ. 
And it is not the people he thanks for this partnership; he 
thanks God (v.3 & 11). 
Why then is Paul so full of thanks?  Because the Philippians’ 
active partnership with him confirms that the members of his 
beloved church are thriving as disciples, and this confirms the 
powerful working of a generous and unstoppable God. 



How do we interpret the work and progress of our brothers and 
sisters in Christ? 
• Does it matter to us at all? 
• Does it matter because it has implications for us?  (I can 

come off that rota now.) 
• Or does it matter because we long to see our partners 

thrive into Christ’s likeness and delight to see the powerful 
working of a generous and unstoppable God? 

Let’s not take for granted all the signs that God has protected, 
and even grown our congregation and our connections as we 
emerge from Covid. 

2. I want you to know (1:12-26) 

Paul is in prison and his trial may result in his death.  Some of us 
would be very discouraged by those circumstances.  But Paul’s 
has a distinctive perspective on things.  He is committed to the 
mission of God (12-18), convinced of the provision of God (19-
20), and captivated by the Son of God (21-26).  This changes the 
way he interprets everything. 
Why does Paul give the Philippians this insight into his 
outlook?  He does it because he wants them to know as he 
knows and see as he sees.  The nearness of death has brought 
everything into sharp focus.  If often does.  And with clear-eyed 
vision Paul sees the activity and provision of God everywhere.  
He is also captivated by the beauty of Jesus Christ – whose 
victory means that Paul will gain whether he lives or dies. 
What do you think we most need as we get back on our feet?  
We certainly need comfort and compassion.  We certainly need 
plans and action.  But perhaps what we need most of all is a 
clear-eyed vision of God’s activity and provision, and of the 



beauty of Jesus Christ – whose victory means that even life and 
death are transformed. 
WE WILL PREACH THE NEXT 3 SECTIONS AS 2 

3. Worthy of the gospel (1:27-30) 

Like an Olympic coach preparing an athlete, Paul knows that the 
Philippians may have to face the coming challenges without 
him.  What words should he leave them with?  What words will 
orientate them in any scenario ‘whatever happens’? 
• Stand firm as one.  It’s hard to miss the emphasis on unity 

in this letter.  It will be the major focus of chapter 2. 
• Contend as one.  It’s hard to miss the emphasis on the 

gospel – the good news that Jesus saves by grace alone 
through faith alone – in this letter.  It will be the major 
focus of chapter 3. 

• Expect to suffer for Christ.  Paul knows suffering, expects 
his friends at Philippi to face suffering, and considers it an 
expected part of the Christian life. 

David Watson said that “the vast majority of Western Christians 
are church -members, pew-fillers, hymn-singers, sermon-
tasters, Bible-readers, even born-again-believers or Spirt-filled-
charismatics – but not true disciples of Jesus.  If we were willing 
to learn the meaning of real discipleship and actually become 
disciples, the church in the West would be transformed, and 
the resultant impact on society would be staggering.”14 
If we took Paul’s ‘last words’ to heart, how would it change the 
kind of disciples we are at Christ Church? 

 
14 David Watson. Discipleship (Hodder and Stoughton: London, 1981) p.16 



4. Your attitude should be like Christ’s (2:1-18) 
Jesus Christ stands at the centre of this chapter.  The prose 
poetry is probably taken from a contemporary hymn.  It 
describes Jesus, the one with all the resources of creation at his 
disposal, making a journey of 4 steps down from heavenly glory 
to a grave befitting a cursed man.  (His Father then exalts him in 
4 steps to the highest place in creation.)  Jesus’ self-emptying 
journey turns our ideas of status upside-down, and he turns our 
ideas of self inside-out.  This reversal of status and self disarms 
disunity completely, because disunity flows from self-
absorption. 
Paul’s point is that Jesus’ followers should learn from his 
attitude – ‘because it is God who works in us to will and to act 
according to his good purpose’.  And what is his purpose?  That 
we may become blameless and pure children of God (who don’t 
argue and complain at one-another); and that our lives might 
shine with a goodness that commends the word of life we 
proclaim – the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
Unity is a very attractive idea until we feel wronged.  At that 
point we have three options – disunity, fake unity, or the real 
unity that flows from people who have learned something of 
the attitude of Jesus Christ – with our ideas of status turned 
upside down and our ideas of self turned inside out.  This 
transformation is what the gospel came to do and it’s how it 
spreads.  Do we give it the central importance that Paul does in 
our congregation? 

5. Honour men like these (2:19-30) 
On one level Paul is making logistical arrangements.  He is 
explaining why he’s sending Epaphroditus back to Philippi and 



explaining that he hopes to send Timothy too in due course ‘as 
soon as I see how things to with me’. 
But he spends time praising these two men and tells his 
Philippian friends to ‘honour such men’.  What is it about these 
men that he is drawing attention to?  It is the way in which 
their attitude is like Christ’s.  They ‘take a genuine interest in 
the welfare of others’ and ‘the interests of Jesus Christ’.  They 
have ‘served in the work of the gospel’.  They have ‘risked their 
lives and almost died for the work of Christ’. 
Sometimes a ‘high ideal’ is easier to imagine when you can see 
it in action in front of your eyes.  But I wonder if we notice the 
Christlike amongst us in our congregations, or just the gifted 
and active?  Notice that Paul appreciates the work these two 
have done – but it is their Christlikeness which he highlights. 

6. I want to know Christ (3:1-11) 

Paul sets out two kinds of confidence – confidence in the flesh, 
and confidence in Christ.  Both seem to promise righteousness – 
a right relationship with God.  But Paul does all he can to warn 
his friends off ‘flesh righteousness’ in which a man tries to make 
himself right with God through the law.  He is wholeheartedly 
set on ‘Christ righteousness’ which comes from God and is by 
faith. 
Paul uses himself as an illustration of one who has tried ‘flesh 
righteousness’ and knows from the inside what a false promise 
it is.  He has consciously thrown away every trace of it and put 
all his eggs in one basket – the gospel of grace. 
This is a warning.  It is one of Paul’s last words to his friends.  
He does it because he knows how easily the gospel can be 
compromised by the human heart from within and by pressure 



from without.  He does it because he knows – perhaps more 
clearly than ever as he faces his death – just how precious is 
the confidence he has by faith in Christ.  He wants to know 
Christ and him only. 
Few people consciously give up on the gospel of grace.  Usually, 
we drift by subtly adding something to it – an extra requirement 
that qualifies us to really enjoy God’s approval (gospel plus), or 
by removing something from it – failing to believe that it can 
achieve what God says it can (gospel minus).  Those are hazards 
that are alive and well at Christ Church.  They’ve been alive and 
well throughout the history of the church. 

7. I press on (3:12-4:1) 
A Christian disciple is never standing still.  S/he is always walking 
increasingly closely with Christ or walking away from him.  And 
a Christian believer has never arrived in this lifetime.  So, Paul 
has some advice for his friends. 
• Don’t look back.  Satan points us back to our record – 

whether to cause pride or shame.  Jesus Christ has taken 
care of the past and points us towards our future with him. 

• Run with the right people.  The people around us have a 
strong influence on us – and sadly many of them are 
trapped in self-satisfaction.  So, follow the example of 
those who are following the example of Christ. 

• Keep your eyes on the prize.  Paul has probably never been 
clearer on Christian hope.  If he followed Christ expecting 
an easy or blessed life, he would have given up by now.  But 
he endures life now because of his firm expectations of the 
future. 



Paul’s advice is deeply practical – and that’s no coincidence.  He 
wants he friends to run the race well and share his joy in the 
new creation.  Any one of these pieces of advice has the 
potential to be life-transforming if taken to heart.  As far as I can 
tell these are as relevant to us as they will have been to the 
Philippians. 
WE WILL END HERE THIS TERM AND RETURN IN THE FUTURE 

8. The peace of God will be with you (4:2-9) 

Paul’s four direct instructions here have been called ‘a series of 
impossible imperatives’: 
• Be joyful (always) 
• Be gentle (with everyone) 
• Be prayerful (in everything) 
• Be careful (about everything) 

But notice that these are not conditions for discipleship.  They 
are means of grace.  Paul seems to offer them in part to help 
Euodia, Syntyche and the Church achieve unity.  He also says 
that they will be accompanied the incomprehensible peace of 
God. 
Christians who understand that salvation is by grace alone, can 
make the mistake of thinking that they will grow in 
Christlikeness by doing nothing.  Paul doesn’t think so.  He 
teaches that God will work in us as we conform to his ways.  
He doesn’t just offer godliness as an optional extra; he urges 
them with all his heart.  He knows it’s value because of his own 
experience – not least here in prison. 
Here are four practical steps through which we can conform to 
the likeness of Christ.  But notice God is the one who brings the 
peace. 



9. My God will meet all your needs (4:10-23) 
The Philippians have sent Paul a gift.  He is delighted – but not 
by the gift, rather by the givers.  Why this unusual response to 
a gift? 
• First, because resources are immaterial to Paul.  He is 

certain that God, who has all riches at his disposal, will give 
him all he needs. 

• Second, because generosity means everything to Paul.  He 
loves to see it because it tells him that his friends are 
spiritually healthy and that they too will enjoy God’s 
bottomless provision. 

When it comes to resources, it can be difficult to see beyond 
what we do or do not have at our fingertips.  But Paul knows 
that he has at his disposal the infinite resources of God; they 
are all his in Christ.  That means God will make a transfer in 
Christ’s name whenever the resources are needed. 
Don’t tie your contentment to the resources at your fingertips; 
tie your contentment to the resources at God’s disposal 
because they are yours in Christ. 

My hope 

I sincerely hope that as we preach through the book of 
Philippians, we will not only absorb the wisdom and practical 
implications of Paul’s ‘last words’, but also catch something of 
Paul’s overwhelming love for Christ and his clarity of vision.  
Paul didn’t just want the Philippians to know what he knew; he 
wanted them to know as he knew.  I pray the same for us. 


