
An Overview Of The Bible
Philippians

I. Introduction
A. An immortal interest attaches to this Philippian epistle, for it was sent 

to the first European congregation.
B. Few events in redemptive history have had deeper or wider repercus-

sions than the visit of Paul and his helpers to Philippi. The letter was 
written about ten years later.

II. The Structure Of Philippians
A. This short epistle is simply and naturally a letter, not a formal treatise. 

It is perhaps the least dogmatic of the apostle’s letters. It is practical 
rather than doctrinal. Of course, the whole of the letter does have inci-
dental doctrinal teaching, but it is used to press home practical points 
of godliness.

B. There are prominent ideas running through the letter. One is of joy and 
rejoicing (1:4, 18, 25; 2:16-18, 28; 3:1, 3; 4:1, 4). Another is that of 
gain in Christ (1:21, 23; 3:7-8, 14; 4:19). Finally, there is also a fea-
ture of teaching by example -- of Christ (2:5-11), of Timothy 
(2:19-24), of Epaphroditus (2:25-30), and of Paul (3:1-4:9).

C. We would be remiss if we did not appreciate the fourfold presentation 
of Christ in Philippians. The four chapters accurately represent the four 
movements of this main theme. In the first chapter the key thought is 
expressed in vs. 21: “To me to live is Christ.” Everything in this first 
chapter centers in the thought that Christ is the Christian’s life. In the 
second chapter the key thought is expressed in vs. 5: “Let this mind 
be in you which was also in Christ Jesus.” The whole of this second 
chapter gathers around the thought that Christ is the Christian’s mind. 
In the third chapter the key thought is expressed in vs. 10: “That I 
may know Him.” Here everything centers in the truth that Christ is the 
Christian’s goal. In the fourth chapter the key thought is the enabling 
power of Christ, as expressed in vs. 13: “I can do all things through 
Christ which strengtheneth me.” In this last chapter the apostle’s 
thought is concentrated in the truth that Christ is the Christian’s 
strength.

III. The Outline Of Philippians
A. Greeting (1:1-2).
B. Thanksgiving and prayer for the Philippians (1:3-11).
C. Paul’s circumstances (1:12-26).

1. His imprisonment (1:12-18).
2. Torn between life and death (1:19-26).



D. Living in a manner worthy of the gospel (1:27-2:18).
1. Unity in contending for the faith (1:27-30).
2. Unity through Christlike humility (2:1-11).
3. Purity in the midst of a wicked generation (2:12-18).

E. Paul’s plans to send Timothy and Epaphroditus (2:19-30).
F. Warnings against error (3:1-4:1).

1. Against legalism and confidence in the flesh (3:1-11).
2. Pressing on toward the goal of our calling (3:12-16).
3. Against sinful indulgence (3:17-4:1).

G. Exhortations (4:2-9).
H. Thanksgiving for the Philippians’ generosity (4:10-20).
I. Conclusion (4:21-23).

IV. The Church In Philippi
A. Philippi was located in Macedonia about ten miles inland from the Ae-

gean Sea. The original settlement was called Krenides, but in 356 B.C. 
the name was changed by Philip II, king of Macedonia, when he en-
larged the city with many new inhabitants and considerable construc-
tion.

B. During the era of Roman rule, Philippi became a military colony in 42 
B.C.; in 27 B.C., its status was again changed so that it received 
autonomous government, immunity from tribute, and treatment of its 
residents as if they actually lived in Italy. It was therefore one of the 
leading cities in the district of Macedonia (cf. Acts 16:12). The Via Eg-
natia, the main highway from Asia to the west, passed through Philippi 
and ran alongside the forum of the city. Near the city was the river 
Gangites.

C. The church at Philippi was founded in A.D. 50 in the course of Paul’s 
second preaching trip (Acts 16). While the apostle was in Troas, he 
was instructed in a vision to proceed into Macedonia, and Philippi be-
came the first European city in which he preached. Apparently the 
Jewish population in Philippi was small, for there was no synagogue. 
The men, consisting of Paul, Silas, Timothy, and Luke, met first with 
some women at a Jewish place of prayer by the river bank outside the 
city. The first convert was Lydia, a “God-fearer” (a term denoting a 
Gentile who had become a partial adherent to Judaism), who re-
sponded to Paul by being baptized and opening her home to the 
preachers. Other significant incidents were the exorcism of the demon 
from a slave girl and the conversion of the jailer and his family. These 
early converts were a most diverse and unlikely group with which to 
start a local church.

D. When the men moved on, Luke may have been left behind to guide the 
new work (the use of “we” in the narrative of Acts is dropped until 



20:5-6, when Paul returns to Philippi). The new congregation did not 
forget its founder, however, for gifts were sent to Paul on several occa-
sions (Philippians 4:15-16).

E. Paul made a second visit to Philippi in A.D. 55-56 on his third preach-
ing trip (Acts 20:1-6). He must have passed through the city twice: on 
his outward trip toward Corinth and again on his return when he was 
on the way to Jerusalem. Luke apparently rejoined the party at that 
time. This visit to Jerusalem culminated in Paul’s arrest and eventual 
imprisonment in Rome (Acts 21-28), which in turn brought about the 
occasion for this letter.

V. Authorship And Date
A. The fact of Paul’s authorship of this letter to the Philippians is virtually 

unquestioned. The straightforward claim of the letter (1:1) is sup-
ported by the reference to Paul’s acquaintances, the reflection of 
known circumstances in his life, and the many indications of Paul’s 
thought. Even those who have questioned the unity of Philippians have 
usually concluded that Paul was the author of its various parts.

B. The case for a composite document has not been accepted to the ma-
jority of scholars. The rather abrupt break in tone and subject matter 
at 3:1 could have been due to the receiving of new information from 
Philippi as Paul was writing the letter or to an interval of several hours 
or even days between the several parts. The word “finally” in the mid-
dle of the letter (3:1) may simply mean “in addition.”

C. As we saw in the overview of Ephesians, Paul wrote Philippians some-
time between A.D. 60-62 during his first Roman imprisonment.

VI. Major Themes In Philippians
A. Humility.

1. Christ showed true humility when He laid aside His glory as God to 
become as a servant. He sacrificed His life for our sins. Laying aside 
self-interest is essential to all our relationships.

2. We are to take Christ’s attitude in serving others. We must re-
nounce personal recognition and merit. When we give up our self-
interest, we can serve with joy, love, and kindness.

B. Self-sacrifice.
1. Christ suffered and died so we might have eternal life. With courage 

and faithfulness, Paul sacrificed himself for Christ’s cause. He 
preached the gospel even while he was in prison.

2. Christ gives us the ability to lay aside our personal needs and con-
cerns. To utilize His power, we must imitate those who show self-
denying concern for others. We cannot be self-centered.



C. Unity.
1. In every church, in every generation, there are divisive influences. 

In the midst of hardships, it is easy to turn on one another. Paul en-
couraged the Philippians to agree with one another, stop complain-
ing, and work together.

2. Christians should not contend with one another but unite against a 
mutual enemy. When we are unified in love, Christ’s strength is 
abundant. Keep before you the ideals of cooperation, consideration 
of others, and unselfishness.

D. Godly living.
1. Paul shows us how to live godly. We can become mature by being 

so identified with Christ that His attitude of humility and self-
sacrifice becomes ours. Christ is both our source of power and our 
guide.

2. Developing our character begins with God’s work in us. But growth 
also requires self-discipline, obedience to the Bible, and focus on 
our part.

E. Joy.
1. Christians can have profound contentment and peace no matter 

what happens. This joy comes from having a knowledge of Christ 
and from depending on His strength rather than our own.

2. We can have joy, even in hardship. Joy does not come from outward 
circumstances but from inward strength and purpose. As Christians, 
we must not rely on what we have or what we experience to give us 
joy but on Christ within us.

VII.Conclusion
A. The Philippians’ fellowship with Paul in his tremendous work had been 

undeviating, cooperative, and sympathetic.
B. Paul’s statements to these brethren were not merely hollow endear-

ments, but the deep, real, joyous reciprocities of sanctified efforts 
united forever in Christ.


