
At the start of 2022, the Rt. Rev. David Reed introduced the annual diocesan scripture theme 

from First Thessalonians 5:11, “Encourage one another and build one another up,” “Animaros y 

edificarnos unos a otros.” Linked with this theme is his call to study Ephesians and Philippians in 

2022.  

During Pre-Council meetings, Bishop Reed shared the following reflection about these two 

letters: 

“Paul’s beautiful descriptions of the essential nature of the church renews hope and calls 

on us to look higher, to remember God’s purposes in the midst of our daily work. The 

letters also speak to churches that are threatened by outside forces, by things beyond their 

control. They recall us to trust in the living Christ who gives us strength to resist despair. 

Both letters echo our theme of building up.” 

 

In light of Bishop Reed’s recommendation to read the books of Ephesians and Philippians, the 

Christian Formation Committee is re-releasing two lesson plans for adult study, written by the 

Rev. Dr. Jane Lancaster Patterson and the Rev. Dr. John G. Lewis to help formation classes 

study these texts. These studies were originally written in 2011 and 2013 for congregations in the 

Diocese of West Texas.  

 

For assistance with these lessons or more Ephesians and Philippians resources for all ages email 

Suzanna Green at formation@dwtx.org or visit the diocesan Adult Formation webpage and the 

Children & Youth Formation webpage, online at www.dwtx.org/resources.   

For even more content and resources follow Christian Formation on Facebook, at 

www.fb.com/DWTXChristianFormation. 

 

mailto:formation@dwtx.org
http://www.dwtx.org/resources
https://www.facebook.com/DWTXChristianFormation
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Love Overflowing: Paul’s Epistle to the Philippians 

Paul’s correspondence to his beloved and trusted church in Philippi is possibly his 
most beautiful and certainly one of his most powerful, yet practical letters, for 
Christians then and now. 

This study has seven sessions and is suitable for groups or individuals. 

 

Study Overview 

Week One - Introduction and Historical Background 

Week Two - Prove Through Testing the Actions that are Most Valuable (Philippians 1:1-11) 

Week Three - Living is Christ (Philippians 1:12-30) 

Week Four - The Mind of Christ (Philippians 2:1-30) 

Week Five - Our Citizenship is in Heaven (Philippians 3:2-21) 

Week Six - Let Your Gentleness be Known (Philippians 4:1-9) 

Week Seven - On Giving and Receiving (Philippians 4:10-20) 
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SESSION ONE
Introduction and Historical Background 

Paul’s correspondence to his beloved and trusted church in Philippi is possibly his most 
beautiful and certainly one of his most powerful, yet practical letters, for Christians then 
and now. One influential Anglican scholar suggests that the letter reflects a 
comprehensive pattern of thinking, feeling, and acting that the Philippians are to 
embody in ways that conform them to their Lord Jesus Christ.1 According to another 
leading scholar on Paul, “this letter’s most comprehensive purpose is the shaping of...a 
practical moral reasoning that is ‘conformed to Christ’s death’ in hope of his 
resurrection.”2 This study will show how Paul’s practical moral reasoning grounded life 
in Christ for the Philippians, and how it undergirds all our life of faithfulness today.  
 
As you work your way through this study, you will see that we discuss in detail many 
different passages from the letter. Some of the time, we will comment on the text of the 
New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) of the Bible. At other times, we will use our 
own translation of a passage from the original Greek. You will find these passages 
italicized at the start of a section of commentary. We have underlined important words 
or phrases where our translation varies from the NRSV. These underlined words and 
phrases will be discussed in the commentary that follows the passage. 

As in all of his letters, Paul addresses specific issues and circumstances affecting 
members of this particular church. So, we begin our study with a look at the historical 
setting of the city, church, and letter.  
 
The City of Philippi 
Named for Philip of Macedon, father of Alexander the Great (died 323 BCE), Philippi 
was an ancient Greek city in the mountains of northern Greece, fortified by Alexander. 
Three centuries later, in 42 BCE, after the rise of Rome as the dominant power in the 

1 Stephen E. Fowl, Philippians, Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans [The Two Horizons New Testament 
Commentary Series], 2005, pp. 12, 28. 

2 Wayne A. Meeks, “The Man From Heaven in Paul’s Letter to the Philippians,” in In Search of the Early 
Christians: Selected Essays by Wayne A. Meeks, edited by Allen R. Hilton and H. Gregory Snyder, New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2002, pp. 106-14. 



Mediterranean world, Octavius (later Augustus) and Mark Antony defeated the 
assassins of Julius Caesar at the battle of Philippi. After assuming his position as the 
first Roman emperor, Augustus refounded Philippi as a Roman colony in 31 BCE, 
assuming personal jurisdiction over the city. Philippi lay on the Via Egnatia, the main 
road and trade route between Rome and the East. Twelve miles away lay the port city of 
Neapolis, making Philippi a crossroads for land and sea travel and trade.3 By the time 
Paul wrote to the church in Philippi, the city probably had about 10,000 inhabitants. 

2

3 In this section and the ones following, we are drawing generally from the excellent studies of the apostle 
Paul by Michael J. Gorman, Apostle of the Crucified Lord: A Theological Introduction to Paul and His Letters, 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2004), pp. 412-18. 



Above and below: portions of the remains of the city of Philippi, overlooking the 
valley where Octavius and Mark Antony defeated Brutus and Cassius in 42 BCE
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Above: a mosaic tile floor in a residence in ancient Philippi
Below: the creators of this study standing on the Via Egnatia in Philippi
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The Importance of Citizenship in Philippi 
At its refounding, Augustus sent army veterans and native Italian farmers to leaven the 
local Greek population with greater Roman influence. He granted Philippi the status of 
other Italian cities, granting its colonists many rights and privileges not otherwise 
available to residents in most other Greek cities, including citizenship and exemption 
from certain taxes.  As a result, these Romans and Roman institutions exercised a 
significant amount of influence in the city.4 With these special grants of privilege from 
the emperor also came corresponding duties. Citizens and non-citizens alike were 
expected to behave like inhabitants of a loyal imperial colony. This loyalty included 
offering adulation to Rome and participating in the emperor cult (which meant 
worshiping the emperor), as well as worshiping several other important local deities.  

As we will see in this study, the followers of Jesus in the church at Philippi, like Paul, 
were experiencing persecution and suffering (see 1:29). The most likely cause was the 
widespread perception that Paul’s gospel was anti-Roman and that the members of his 
church were not loyal residents of this important Roman colony. Thus, the duties and 
responsibilities of citizenship became a central focus in the letter, where Paul contrasts 
“citizenship in heaven” (3:20) with the conduct of life as a citizen of Rome. 

Paul’s Letter to the Church in Philippi 
The church in Philippi was the first to share with Paul, both financially and spiritually, 
in the early spread of the gospel (see Philippians 1:5; 4:15-16). Thus, Paul emphasizes 
the importance of “partnership” (Greek: koinōnia) throughout the letter (see 1:5; 2:1; 3:10; 
4:15). Departing from his practice with other churches, Paul accepted money from the 
Philippians, trusting them not to try to use their financial support of his ministry to 
influence the way Paul proclaimed the gospel. One significant theme of this letter is to 
thank the Philippians for their steadfast support of his ministry.    

Writing to the church from prison, where Paul is potentially facing death, he reflects on 
his life and the role that Christ-like suffering has played in the spread of the gospel.5 
Paul also writes this letter to the church to encourage them, as they, too, appear to be 
suffering persecution at the hands of Roman citizens and officials in Philippi.  

Because they are proud of their heritage as a Roman colony, Paul has to remind the 
Philippians that their authentic citizenship is in heaven (3:20). They must live out that 
heavenly citizenship in a manner worthy of the gospel (1:27). 

5

4 Fowl, p. 12. 

5 We will look closer at the nature of imprisonment in the ancient Roman world and Paul’s views on his 
predicament and his suffering in Session Three, covering Philippians 1:12-30. 



Further, Paul writes to address some kind of conflict between Euodia and Syntyche, two 
women who were leaders in the church at Philippi (see 4:2-3). Philippians becomes one 
of Paul’s most illuminating letters for those seeking to understand how Paul reasons 
from the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, to discern ways for people to embody 
Jesus Christ in their daily lives. Paul urges church members in Philippi to reason with 
the mind of Christ and to look for ways they, too, can embody the faithful and obedient 
pattern reflected in Christ’s life (see 2:1-14, discussed in Session Four). His pattern of 
faithfulness, and his alone, serves as the behavioral model for Paul and all those who 
live in his communities in Christ.

Unlike many of Paul’s other letters, the opening verses of this letter make no reference 
to Paul’s status or authority as an “apostle” of Jesus Christ.6 Paul’s authority as founder 
and spiritual mentor of the Philippians was not under challenge in this congregation 
that loved Paul as much as he loved them. Further, in a letter in which humility is 
presented as a core Christian virtue, Paul simply characterizes himself and Timothy (the 
co-author of the letter) as “slaves” of Christ Jesus. To help the Philippians understand 
and recognize this pattern of humility in daily life, the letter alternates between specific 
examples of embodied humility, followed by instructions to the church that encourage 
them to embrace this same Christ-like pattern in their lives together. 

The Letter’s Thesis Statement (Philippians 1:27-30)
Given this background, consider briefly the letter’s thesis statement in 1:27, which 
identifies several themes we will examine in more detail in Session Three of this study: 

Philippians 1:27 Only, conduct your citizenship in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, 
so that, whether I come and see you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you 
are standing firm in one spirit, with one soul, striving together for the faith of the gospel,
28 and are in no way intimidated by your opponents. For them this is evidence of their 
destruction, but of your salvation. And this is from God. 29 Because you were given the 
grace on behalf of Christ, not only to believe into him, but also to suffer on his behalf —since 
you are having the same struggle that you saw I had and now hear that I still have. 

 
• Disciples are called to live out their heavenly citizenship as if they were “resident 

aliens” on earth, in specific ways and through certain actions that manifest the 
gospel of Christ; 

6

6 An “apostle” is one who is sent, commissioned to carry out a specific task by the one with ultimate 
authority in a matter. 



• Disciples are led by the one Spirit sent from God, rather than by other spirits -
including the spirits of empire or nationalism - that adversely influence people’s 
thoughts and actions; 

• Disciples struggle together side-by-side, collaborating with one another to reason 
together with the one mind of Christ, knowing that the Spirit will lead them to 
discern and embody faithful Christ-like actions; 

• Disciples live confidently in the face of adversity, knowing that the Spirit 
empowers them to think with the mind of Christ and to act in ways that faithfully 
embody the person of Christ; 

• Disciples consider that it is a grace from God to believe “into Christ,” which means 
entrusting their whole lives to him through what they say and do, stepping into 
the life of Christ by thinking, feeling, and acting like Christ in new contexts of 
contemporary life;

• Disciples also know that believing “into Christ” subjects them to suffering with 
Christ, just as Paul himself is suffering with, and for Christ, while imprisoned for 
the sake of the gospel.  

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 

Questions for an individual doing the study:
The following exercise is aimed at helping you reflect on the assumptions you make 
about reading scripture. Spend a few minutes in silence, reflecting on your answer to 
each of the following questions:

(1) Reading the Bible well requires...
(2) Illegitimate readings are those readings that...
(3) When I read Scripture, I try never to forget...
(4) When I read Scripture, I try to let go of...
(5) Reading the Bible matters because...

Reflect on what you have learned about yourself from answering these questions. 

Questions for a church or other group doing the study together:
For those of you who are coming together for the first time to study scripture, the 
following exercise is aimed at helping you get to know one another’s assumptions 
about reading scripture and to start building a community that shares the reading 
experience. Spend a few minutes in silence, reflecting on your answer to each of the 
following questions. Then share your answers with one another, being careful only to 

7



listen to one another’s responses without debating whether some answers are “right” 
and others “wrong.” 

(1) Reading the Bible well requires...
(2) Illegitimate readings are those readings that...
(3) When I read Scripture, I try never to forget...
(4) When I read Scripture, I try to let go of...
(5) Reading the Bible matters because...

Discuss what you have learned about one another from sharing your answers to these 
questions. How do plan to deal with some of the differences that surfaced in your 
assumptions about reading the Bible?  

Questions for a Vestry or Gathering of Church Leaders:
The questions above will apply equally well for a vestry or other church leadership 
group doing the study together. 

8
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SESSION TWO
Prove Through Testing the Actions that are Most Valuable (Philippians 1:1-11) 

Paul and Timothy, the joint authors of this letter, greet the members of the church in 
Philippi in 1:1-2. They characterize themselves as “slaves of Christ Jesus.” By doing so, 
they introduce one the letter’s central themes: as “slaves of Christ” they model for the 
Philippians what it means to be a follower of Jesus, the one who emptied himself of his 
God-like status to become a human “slave” who worked for the benefit of others 
(2:5-11). We discuss this important theme in greater detail in Session Four.    

In the “thanksgiving” paragraph at Philippians 1:3-11, Paul gives thanks for this 
congregation that has supported him in every way from the beginning of his mission 
and ministry. As he does in most of his letters, Paul introduces several major themes in 
the thanksgiving that he will address in various ways throughout the letter. These 
include (1) partnership [Greek: koinōnia and synkoinōnia] with Paul in the spread of the 
gospel and in God’s grace, through suffering and success; (2) the exercise of practical 
moral reasoning [Greek: phroneō]; (3) the importance of living one’s life with the 
compassion [Greek: splanchna] of Christ himself; (4) the importance of living one’s life 
with love for others that overflows [Greek: perisseuō] in knowledge and moral wisdom; 
(5) and the role of proof through testing [Greek: dokimazō] in the the community’s 
discernment and exercise of practical moral reasoning. We will examine various aspects 
of these themes throughout our sessions in this study of Philippians.  

The Thanksgiving Paragraph (1:3-11)

Philippians 1:3 I thank my God every time I remember you, 4 constantly praying with joy in 
every one of my prayers for all of you, 5 because of your partnership in the gospel from the 
first day until now. 6 I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you 
will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ. 7 It is right for me to express this 
practical moral judgment about all of you, because I hold you in my heart, for all of you are 
partners with me in God’s grace, both in my imprisonment and in the defense and 
confirmation of the gospel. 8 For God is my witness, how I long for all of you with the 
compassion of Christ Jesus. 9 And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more and 
more with full knowledge and all moral understanding 10 so that you may prove through 
testing the things that are most valuable, in order that in the day of Christ you might be 



sincere and blameless, 11 having been filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes 
through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God. 

 
The Philippians are partners with Paul and God in several ways.

• Throughout the letter, Paul makes it clear that he and the Philippians share many 
things in common [Greek: koinē], so he uses a word group from the business world 
rooted in this commonality. The Greek noun koinōnia, translated as “partnership,” 
characterizes this common sharing. Paul also uses the Greek verb koinōneō that 
comes from the same Greek root.  

• Partners in business are those who share everything in common, including all 
profits and losses of the enterprise.

• In 1:5 Paul says the Philippians have been in a partnership in the gospel from day 
one of Paul’s ministry; in fact, later in the letter at 4:14-16, Paul says the Philippians 
partnered with Paul in his afflictions, and they were the only church which partnered 
with him by providing needed financial and moral support during those early 
times.

• According to 1:7 the Philippians also “partner with” Paul in God’s grace - God’s 
life-giving power (v. 7) - whether in suffering/loss or in success/profit: 
✴Paul uses the Greek verb synkoinōneō, a compound word with the prefix syn- 

that means ‘with ‘ or ‘together,’ like the prefix co- in co-worker, co-teacher, etc.
✴He uses prefix syn- often in the letter to emphasize in various ways the 

Philippians’ solidarity “with” Paul and with Christ. 
✴Here, Paul and the Philippians share together in the grace of suffering on behalf 

of Christ, a subject discussed in more detail in Session Three: Paul in his 
imprisonment and the Philippians in the opposition and struggle they face in 
Philippi (1:27-30);

• Paul and the Philippians also share in the successes of the gospel, also a topic 
addressed in more detail in Session Three: 
✴Paul sees the gospel ironically spreading to the Roman world through his 

imprisonment (1:12-14); and 
✴he sees the moral growth taking place among the Philippians (1:6), so that 

they are able to stand firm as witnesses to the gospel in the face of 
opposition (1:27-30). 

Moral formation is a process that takes shape over time. 
• Life in the gospel is a process of being transformed into deeper relationship with 

God in Christ, and with one another (v. 6).  
• So, Paul confidently assures the Philippians, that the good work God began 

“among” them will, over time, be brought to completion before the day of final 
judgement arrives (v. 6):

2



✴Notice that what will be “completed” is the common life of the community, 
signified by his phrase “among you,” rather than the life of specific individuals.  

✴Notice also that the common life of the community takes shape and matures 
over time, not in an instant, and, as we saw above, this maturation may include 
struggling and suffering on behalf of Christ.

• Paul offers encouragement that God will not abandon them, despite their current 
experiences of suffering and opposition from outside the community. 

The exercise of practical moral reasoning lies at the heart of this letter. 
• In v. 7 Paul introduces the important Greek verb phroneō, commonly used in 

antiquity in discussions about the moral life, and crucial to the argument in 
Philippians;

• Paul uses the verb ten times in the letter, often at critical places.1 
• The verb connotes the exercise of practical moral reasoning or judgment; 
• In the NRSV, the verb is variously translated in this letter as “to think” (1:7); to “be 

of the same mind” and “one mind” (2:2); “[L]et the same mind be in you” (2:5); “be 
of the same mind” and “think” (3:15); “be of the same mind” (4:2); and “concern 
for me” (4:10, 2 times).  

• Paul uses phroneō throughout this letter to bind the Philippians to a pattern of 
thinking, feeling, and acting that reflects the moral pattern of Jesus Christ himself;2  

• The context of thanksgiving and prayer (vv. 3, 9) sets the stage for Paul to express 
confidently his moral assessment of the “good work” that God has begun among 
the Philippians, and that over time this good work will be brought to completion 
by God.3

• In v. 7 Paul confirms the maturity of the Philippians’ moral reasoning, encouraging 
them to remain steadfast in that moral reasoning in the face of opposition.  

Paul longs for the Philippians with the “compassion” of Christ (v. 8). 
• Paul not only holds the Philippians in his heart (v. 7), he longs for them with the 

compassion [splanchna] of Christ.  
• As we will explore further in Session Four, splanchna reflects in the ancient world 

the inner sense of feelings towards someone else, especially of mercy and affection.
• In this letter, it will be Christ’s splanchna which establishes the model for how Paul 

feels toward the Philippians and how he expects them to feel toward one another. 
For more on this, see the discussion of Philippians 2:1 in Session Four. 

3

1 Fowl, 28. In addition to 1:7, see also 2:2 [2 times]; 2:5; 3:15 [2 times]; 3:19; 4:2; 4:10 [2 times]. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Fowl, 29. 



Paul’s prayer for the Philippians in 1:9-11 anticipates his presentation of a practical, 
Christ-like moral reasoning throughout the rest of the letter. There are three 
interrelated aspects of the prayer we will examine here in detail: 

(1) overflowing love leads to full knowledge and moral understanding; 
(2) as followers of Jesus prove through testing the things that are most valuable in 

their common life; and 
(3) disciples are sincere and blameless in the eyes of God when they are filled with 

the fruit of righteousness. 

Christ-like love is a practice, not an emotion, a habit formed over time.
• Spiritual formation takes place over time through acts of love that benefit others, and 

by taking note of the abundant life that results. 
• Later, in 2:2, Paul makes it clear that the Philippians are to practice the “same love”  

modeled by the thinking, feeling, and acting of Jesus Christ himself.  

Christ-like love overflows into full knowledge and moral understanding.  
• Paul’s use of the verb perisseuō (translated as “overflow” in v. 9) suggests an 

abundant life in the community, increasing over time more and more as the 
practice of Christ-like love becomes habitual among the members of the church. 

• The fruit produced by this habitual practice of love is two-fold: “full knowledge” 
and “moral understanding.”

• Paul regularly uses the Greek word epignōsis, translated as “full knowledge,” to 
suggest a kind of knowledge based on personal experience: here, the experience of 
abundant life in the community generated through many acts of Christ-like love. 

• The Greek word aisthēsis, translated as “moral understanding,” is often 
characterized as “discernment” - a moral and spiritual perception that emanates 
from one’s active practice.4 

• In other words, the regular practice of Christ-like love informs our moral 
judgments and actions, leading to a kind of moral wisdom that further informs 
daily life.5 

• Or, as scholars Bonnie Thurston and Judith Ryan suggest: “Paul prays for 
knowledge that will allow practical action.”6

4

4 Bonnie B. Thurston and Judith M. Ryan, Philippians & Philemon, Collegeville MN: Liturgical Press [Sacra 
Pagina Series], 53. 

5 See Fowl, 33. 

6 Thurston and Ryan, 55. 



Christians “prove through testing” which actions are “most valuable” because they 
reflect the things of God enhancing life in the community. 

• The Greek word dokimazō Paul uses in v. 10 literally means to prove something by 
testing it out in practice.

• Through a process of reflecting together on their experiences brought about by 
their practices, community members can often determine which actions are “most 
valuable” because they reflect the will of God and lead to experiences of abundant 
life in the community.   

• This process of “proof through testing” is a crucial aspect of the exercise of 
practical moral reasoning which lies at the heart of this letter.

The “fruit” of Christ-like actions that lead to abundant life in the community 
grounds our confidence about the coming day of judgment. 

• Paul emphasizes that acting in ways that have proven to be most valuable will fill 
the congregation with the “fruit of righteousness,” those insights and perceptions 
that lead to further experiences of abundant life among members of the 
community.  

• As long as they continue to experience this abundant life, the Philippians can 
remain confident that their sincerity and blamelessness place them in good 
standing when the final day of judgment arrives.   

The following quotation from Anglican Pauline scholar Stephen Fowl 
succinctly reflects the abiding importance of Philippians 1:3-11: 

“...the spiritual formation represented by the cultivation of love, 
knowledge, prayer, and moral wisdom in [Philippians 1:3-11] ...is 
wholly directed toward preparing us for our ultimate end in Christ, 
holiness.”7

5

7 Fowl, p. 34. 



QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

Questions for an individual doing the study:
Paul confidently tells the Philippians that the good work God has begun among 
them will be brought to completion before the final day of judgment. Identify 
various aspects of the “good work” that God has begun in your life. How do you 
imagine God bringing it to completion? What is your next step in growth toward 
completion? 

While Paul probably assumes our basic creation in the image of God (Genesis 1), 
moral formation into the image of Christ is a process that takes place over time. 
Have you experienced your own growth into Christ’s image over time? If so, how? If 
not, why not? Paul also applies this conclusion to the moral formation of a 
community in Christ. Have you seen your community grow increasingly into 
Christ’s image over time? What signs of growth would you be looking for? 

Do you practice any disciplines to ensure that your patterns of thinking, feeling, and 
acting reflect the moral pattern of Jesus Christ? How do you determine what actions 
are “most valuable” because they reflect the will of God and enrich the lives of 
others? 

Questions for a church or other group doing the study together:
The Philippians partnered with Paul in the gospel. With whom does your study 
group or church partner in the gospel? In what ways does your group partner with 
others in the gospel? 

While Paul probably assumes our basic creation in the image of God (Genesis 1), 
moral formation into the image of Christ is a process that takes place over time. Paul 
also applies this conclusion to the moral formation of a community in Christ. Have 
you seen your study group grow increasingly into Christ’s image over time? What 
signs of growth would you be looking for? 

Paul confidently tells the Philippians that the good work God has begun among 
them will be brought to completion before the final day of judgment. Identify 
various aspects of the “good work” that God has begun in your study group. How 
do you imagine God bringing it to completion? What is your group’s next step in 
growth toward completion? 
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In what specific ways does your study group or your congregation become a partner 
in the gospel? In what ways does your congregation become a partner in grace 
(understood as experiences of God’s life-giving power)? Be specific in your 
responses. 

In what new ways could your study group or church emphasize and promote the 
importance of moral formation in your community? 

Does your study group or congregation have a discipline for reflecting together to 
determine what actions are proving to be most valuable in your common life 
together? If so, explain that discipline or process. If not, why not? How might your 
study group or church emphasize and promote the exercise of practical moral 
reasoning in your group’s decision-making? 

According to Paul, moral formation into the image of Christ is a process that takes 
place over time. Have you seen a steady growth in moral formation within your 
study group or church? What factors help or hinder this growth? 

Does your study group practice any particular disciplines to ensure that your 
group’s patterns of thinking, feeling, and acting reflect the moral pattern of Jesus 
Christ? For instance, do you have norms about how you will interact when you are 
together, or practices of pastoral care for one another? 

Questions for a Vestry or Gathering of Church Leaders:
The Philippians partnered with Paul in the gospel. With whom does your vestry or 
leadership group partner in the gospel? Your congregation? 

How do members of your vestry, or your congregation, come to know the ways of 
Christ, as a basis for their own moral formation? Are there specific places or times 
when members of your parish gather to reflect together on their lives, to determine 
what kind of actions are are most valuable in their common life? 
 
Identify various aspects of the “good work” that God has begun in your vestry or 
leadership group. Do you have a sense for how God is moving you toward 
completion? What might be God’s next step for you? 

According to Paul, moral formation into the image of Christ is a process that takes 
place over time. Look back over your time on the vestry or other leadership group. 
Does your group see growth in your formation into the image of Christ? If so, how?
If not, why not? 

7



Does your vestry or leadership group practice any particular disciplines to ensure 
that your group’s patterns of thinking, feeling, and acting reflect the moral pattern of 
Jesus Christ? How do you determine what actions are “most valuable” because they 
reflect the will of God and enrich the lives of others in your group? 

8
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SESSION THREE
Living is Christ (Philippians 1:12-30)

These eighteen verses, written by Paul from prison, are among the most poignant in the 
New Testament. In them, Paul reflects upon his possible death, the rivalry of some 
fellow Christians, and the day-to-day hardship of prison and his dependence on the 
kindness of others.

Imprisonment in the Ancient World
In our time and place, imprisonment is a punishment unto itself, and some people are 
sentenced to imprisonment for years on end, even life-long terms. In the Roman system, 
imprisonment was used only to hold a person who had been accused until the person 
was tried and sentenced. Paul appears to be contemplating the possibility that he will 
be sentenced to death when he comes to trial (1:22-24). It was also customary in Paul’s 
day for prisoners to rely upon friends to feed them and bring them other necessary 
things during their imprisonment. The church at Philippi has sent Epaphroditus to take 
on this role of providing for Paul’s needs during his incarceration, perhaps in Ephesus1 
(2:25-30, 4:18). In fact, Epaphroditus risked his life to care unstintingly for Paul. The 
stark fact of Paul’s imprisonment for the Gospel is an indication to us of the strongly 
counter-cultural nature of the earliest churches and the courage of their members to 
model the love of God in their social context, come what may.

This section of the letter will offer a profound reflection upon the meaning of 
suffering and opposition, both for Paul and for the Christians in Philippi.

Philippians 1:12-18a
In verse 12, it is clear that the Philippians already have some knowledge of what has 
happened to Paul recently, perhaps through Epaphroditus. And so Paul can begin by 
saying simply, “I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that what has happened to me 
has actually helped to spread the gospel....”

1 Other guesses are Caesarea, Corinth, and Rome, though there is currently a slight scholarly preference 
for Ephesus.



• From this moment on, Paul does not bemoan his imprisonment, but rather sets it in 
the widest possible framework of meaning.

• One could imagine that Christians who saw Paul’s suffering might lose heart, but 
Paul says that quite the opposite is happening.

• The way Paul is living his witness to Christ even while in prison is inspiring the 
courage of other Christians in the city where he is incarcerated.

• While he does not use the word martyr here, Paul’s situation demonstrates the 
importance of martyrdom for early Christianity. The word means literally ‘witness’ 
or ‘testimony,’ and comes from the courtroom setting. It does not necessarily imply 
the death of the witness.  Paul’s endurance is a testimony to the ways in which the 
risen Lord strengthens and encourages him with fullness of life even in the midst 
of suffering.

In verses 15-18a, we see that not all of Paul’s suffering is being caused by the Roman 
authorities.

• As we read in the previous section, the Praetorian Guard actually shows evidence 
of being impressed with Paul’s witness.

• But apparently there are at least two different factions of Christians in this city. One 
group supports Paul, and proclaims a Gospel consistent with his. The other group 
actually seems to have found a way to proclaim the Gospel that does harm to Paul.

• Paul demonstrates the value of equanimity in the face of opposition that he will 
speak of later in the letter (Phil 4:12-13).

• Equanimity is a core practice of the Stoics, and this is one of the places where you 
can see the impress of the philosophy of Stoicism on Paul.

• In this section, we also see Paul modeling a way of being that he recommends to 
others (see esp. 1 Corinthians 4:3-5): he does not presume to judge his rivals, but 
rather leaves the judgment to God, while he himself uses the opposition only to 
strengthen his faithfulness. 

Philippians 1:18b-26
The use of the word ‘rejoice’ two times in succession in the midst of a discussion of 
suffering is deeply characteristic of this letter. You will see it again in chapter 4, and 
will hear echoes of this disposition again and again.

The statement, “for I know that through your prayers and the help of the Spirit of 
Jesus Christ this will turn out for my deliverance (v.19)” expresses the deep logic of 
this letter, and Paul’s confidence that, in God, suffering can usher in rejoicing.

• Verse 20 highlights the importance of how any Christian manifests Christ “in the 
body.” In our every act, our every gesture, we reveal Christ as we know him.

• Some people say it this way, “Your life is your interpretation of the Gospel.”
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• Because of his situation - his imprisonment may lead to a death sentence - Paul 
sees his portrayal of Christ in the starkest terms: “whether by life or by death.”

• Paul has disciplined his reactions, so that he does not put all of his energy on a 
desired outcome, but rather finds out how he can “exalt Christ” in either the 
manner of his living or the manner of his dying.

• Read verses 21-26 very carefully, noting the values that ground Paul’s argument. 
He is not just freely reflecting on his situation, but is hoping to give the Philippians 
a model for how to reflect faithfully on the meaning of life and death.

• Paul expresses his personal desire to be “with Christ” in death, but “to remain in 
the flesh is more necessary for you.” This pattern of giving up a personal 
preference for the greater need of someone else will be repeated again and again in 
this letter. The centerpiece for this reflection is the so-called Christ Hymn of 2:6-11.

Philippians 1:27-30
Verses 27-28a are a kind of summation of the appeals that Paul will make in Philippians. 
What follows is a more literal translation that makes the language of citizenship more 
plain than the usual English translation.  The Greek verb here is politeuomai, which 
means ‘behave as a citizen.’ You will remember from the introduction that citizenship 
was an important issue in Philippi, and citizenship will arise again as a topic in 3:20.

Only, conduct your citizenship in a manner worthy of the Gospel of Christ,
so that, whether I come and see you or am absent and hear about you,

I will know that you are standing firm in one spirit, with one soul,
striving together with one mind for the faith of the gospel,

and are in no way intimidated by your opponents (1:27-28a).

In these verses, it becomes clear that Paul is not the only one facing serious 
opposition.
• In some ways, his individual struggle is easier than the task that is before the 

Philippians. Paul’s personal challenge is to be inwardly strong enough, and 
centered in Christ enough, to endure opposition faithfully.
•As a community, the Philippians have the additional necessity of keeping 

themselves unified in their understanding of what it means to live Christ, so 
that they are not vulnerable to fragmentation from within. In her commentary on 
Philippians, Bonnie Thurston has noted that the verb translated “to stand firm” 
comes from a military context, where it “suggests a soldier who does not leave his 
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post.”2 The word that is translated “striving together” is actually a compound 
word that Paul has created, which might be more accurately translated co-striving. 
We will continue to point out to you the numerous times in this letter where Paul 
adds the prefix syn- to a word, to stress the community’s cohesion. “Striving” here 
refers to the kind of all-out effort that an athlete would expend in a competition.
•We will continue to learn more about the “one mind,” “one spirit, one soul,” that 

Paul is encouraging the community to develop. For the moment, it is probably 
important simply to flag the fact that the one mind is not a reference to being 
united in agreement with Paul, but rather a reference to the community’s 
development of the mind of Christ. “One spirit” and “one soul” are evocative of 
the spiritual union of the community in Christ, and all the ways Christ inspires 
their way of life, from the inside out.  

Verses 28-30 broach the difficult subject of how to recognize faithful from unfaithful 
behavior.

• Ironically, willingness of the faithful to suffer for their faith is the guarantee of their 
faithfulness, evidence of their salvation.

• On the other hand, the tactics of intimidation being used by the community’s 
opponents is evidence of their “destruction,” meaning that their way of living will 
not result in fullness of life, even for themselves. 

• Finally, Paul equates the suffering of the Philippians to his own, drawing himself 
and the Philippians together in a common experience, even though they are 
divided by many miles: “since you are having the same struggle that you saw I 
had and now hear that I still have.”

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

Questions for an individual doing the study:
Paul tells the Philippians that the witness of his suffering has actually inspired some 
people in the vicinity of the prison to become more deeply grounded in their faith. 
Can you tell a story about how someone else’s faithful courage and endurance have 
inspired you?

But Paul also speaks of people who use their faith to do harm to others. This can be a 
dark side of religion. Have you experienced this, or even caught yourself at some 
point using your religious beliefs to hurt someone else? Note that Paul does not 
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oppose their behavior openly, but simply puts even more effort into his own witness 
of loving kindness and tolerance. What virtues would a person need to develop in 
order to do that? How can we always be sure that we proclaim the Gospel out of 
love and a desire to build others up? 

Paul has the forbearance not to be sucked in by others’ meanness, but to concentrate 
on finding the most good in a situation, while leaving the judgment to God. Of 
course, God’s judgment does not usually happen immediately. Where do you think 
Paul finds the strength to continue acting nobly? What kinds of things might he be 
reminding himself of, in order to be patient and long-suffering?

The Letter to the Philippians constantly weaves together rejoicing and suffering. 
What personal qualities are required to be able to rejoice in the midst of suffering? 
Can you tell about a time when you needed to develop this ability? Why is it 
particularly a Christian virtue to be able to rejoice in the midst of suffering?

Paul speaks of manifesting Christ in the body, whether by our living or by our 
dying. How do Christians manifest Christ by their living? What would that look 
like? How do Christians manifest Christ by their manner of dying? Can you tell a 
story about someone who died in such a faithful way?

 How does a person develop the discipline to separate himself or herself from 
worrying over a desired outcome? Where does Paul put his attention?

In the last verses of this session, Paul talks about discerning salvific from destructive 
patterns of behavior. He basically teaches the Philippians not to fret over those who 
are being destructive, because their actions will take themselves down into 
destruction as well. He counsels the Philippians simply to stay in God’s creative and 
life-giving patterns of behavior, which may, ironically, result in experiences of 
suffering. Is there anyone in your circle of friends and family who is stuck in 
destructive patterns? How do you think Paul would counsel you regarding how to 
act toward this person? As we will see in a subsequent session, Paul is not 
counseling Christians to be doormats, but to realize the power that resides in Christ-
like behavior, rather than trusting in violent opposition to evil.

Questions for a church or other group doing the study together:
The questions for an individual will apply equally well for a small group doing this 
study. You might want to add to your discussion some consideration of how to 
encourage one another and how to hold one another accountable for developing the 
deep virtues that Paul is speaking of: the ability to respond with love to harshness; 
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patience in suffering while those who are intimidating you appear to be thriving; a 
wide-angle view of events, so that you have the strength to hold onto your vision of 
Christ in the midst of daily struggles; clarity about destructive behavior, along with 
the willingness to forego judgment and to find a Christ-like response in all 
circumstances.

Questions for a Vestry or Gathering of Church Leaders:
As became clear in the teaching above, Paul realizes that the Philippian community 
must learn how to work as one, empowered by Christ, in order to survive their 
ordeal. As the letter progresses, Paul will teach them what the “one mind” of Christ 
looks like.

For the moment, you might think about all of the ways in which you teach the 
people of your congregation what the mind of Christ is like. Besides explicit adult 
formation classes, how do people learn to model Christ in their thinking and acting? 

Go around the circle of your group and name the biggest challenges you faced as a 
community last year, in terms of modeling Christ-like actions. What is the role of the 
vestry and other leadership groups to model a Christ-like approach to issues and 
people? Use a couple of the named examples, and work through a Christ-like 
response. How does the Christ-like response compare to a response grounded in the 
word’s wisdom (sometimes they will be the same, and at other times they will be 
very different)?
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SESSION FOUR
The Mind of Christ (Philippians 2:1-30)

The second chapter of Philippians is the true heart of the letter. Here, Paul makes use of 
what may have been an early hymn, known already to the community, to ground the 
practice of their faith in the pattern of their risen Lord Jesus. This session will begun 
with a brief introduction to the meaning of resurrection in the first century, and will 
then dive into the beautiful complexities of Philippians 2.

Resurrection in Hellenistic Judaism
Jews in our own day hold a variety of beliefs concerning death and the possibility of 
resurrection. For much of Jewish history, as in many other Mediterranean cultures, 
people were concerned mainly about living this life as well as possible, and they did not 
dwell on the question of an afterlife or resurrection. But in the second century BCE, 
conditions in Judea under the rule of the Seleucids created the conditions for 
speculation about God’s justice beyond the life that we know.

• During the reign of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, Jewish reluctance to adopt Greek 
culture and the worship of Greek gods resulted in increasing persecution, until it 
became a crime to practice much of Judaism at all.

• 2 Maccabees (a book known to early Christians and included in the Christian 
Apocrypha) contains the story of seven Jewish brothers and their mother who 
willingly undergo the most severe torture and death rather than renounce the 
practice of their faith (2 Maccabees 7). But if they are killed for their faith, and their 
killers go free, mocking them all the way, is God not a God of justice?

• One of the brothers says to his torturer as he is dying, “You accursed wretch, you 
dismiss us from this present life, but the King of the universe will raise us up to an 
everlasting renewal of life, because we have died for his laws” (2 Macc 7:9).

• The understanding expressed in this text is that God, who created everything that 
is, will “give life and breath back again” (7:23) to those who die on account of their 
deep faith.

• Resurrection is God’s vindication of the faithful, the way that God’s justice 
restores balance in an unjust situation.

• The joyful Easter shout that the tomb is empty and “Jesus is risen!” attains its 
force from just this understanding: that Jesus has been vindicated by God, 
raised to life again. Very soon that proclamation included the belief that Jesus 



was not only raised, but exalted to the right hand of God, where he continues to 
empower those who walk in his ways.

• The Christ Hymn of Philippians 2:5-11 depends for its force on this 
understanding of resurrection, so it is important to lay this groundwork for your 
understanding.

One Mind, One Love (Philippians 2:1-5)
In the last session, we spoke of the importance for the Philippians of strengthening 
their community from the inside, so that they would be able to endure opposition 
and possibly persecution from without. In the opening verses of Chapter 2, Paul 
speaks of what it will take for the community to develop this unity. There are several 
very interesting Greek words used in this section.

• One is the word koinōnia, or partnership (2:1, probably translated in your Bible as 
“sharing” in the Spirit). Koinōnia is a term from the business world, used five times 
in various forms in this short letter. The root of it means “common,” such as the 
common things that people touch and share. In business, it refers to partnerships 
in which each partner is completely dependent upon the faithfulness of the other, 
and each is willing to take up the slack for the other when necessary, for the good 
of the whole. Here, Paul says if the Philippians are “partners in the Spirit,” 
assuming, of course, that they are partners in the Spirit.

• A second interesting word, again in the first verse, follows shortly after koinōnia. It 
is splanchna, translated as “compassion.” Splanchna refers to a person’s guts, as in 
gut-wrenching compassion. Paul expects that members of a Christian community 
will have this kind of visceral compassion for one another.

• In verse 2, the phrase “being in full accord” is actually, in Greek, sym-psychoi,  or 
co-souls, people so united one to another that they are joined soul to soul.

In verse 4, we have one of the clearest statements of what stands at the core of Paul’s 
moral reasoning, the shift from asking what is permissible for me, to asking how my 
actions will affect those around me: “Let each of you look not to your own interests, 
but to the interests of others.”

• Paul is not recommending that everyone in Christian community be co-
dependent with one another, but that care for one another entails shifting the 
center of moral discernment from concern for one’s own rights to the needs and 
desires of the most vulnerable members of the community.

• Interestingly, Paul does not ground this moral teaching in the teachings of 
Jesus, though one easily could. He grounds it in his understanding of the 
crucifixion and resurrection, as we will soon see.
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In all of 2:1-5, Paul repeatedly counsels the Philippians to be “of the same mind,” “of 
one mind,” “having the same love.” But what mind, what love, is he encouraging the 
community to bear for one another?

• We finally begin to find out in verse 5: “Let the same mind be in you that was in 
Christ Jesus.”

• You might say that he tells them to be “Christ-minded.”
• And this command of Paul’s then leads us into the center of the letter to the 

Philippians, the Christ Hymn.

The Christ Hymn (Philippians 2:6-11)
Read the Christ Hymn aloud to yourself or in your study group. Your Bible most 
likely sets off these verses as poetry, and even in English translation they read like a 
poem or the text of a hymn.

• While scholars argue regularly about the origins of Philippians 2:6-11, there are 
good reasons to read it as a pre-existing hymn, quite possibly well known to the 
Philippians beforehand.

• Using a familiar and powerful text would conceivably have even more persuasive 
power than a newly-written poem. Let’s look first at the overall shape of the hymn, 
and then consider some of the details.

The hymn, which recounts the basic movement of the life of Christ Jesus, falls into 
roughly two parts, verses 6-8 and 9-11.

• The journey of the first half is from God’s dwelling to earth, in fact to the very 
lowest place on earth, death on a cross.

• The journey of the second half is from the lowest place to the highest place, even 
above the heavens, where every creature bows in acknowledgment of Jesus’ 
lordship.

• The division of the two parts also concerns who is the active party. The first part of 
the hymn is dominated by the choices of Christ Jesus, both what he did not do (2:6) 
and what he did do (2:2:7-8). The second half of the hymn concerns what God 
chooses to do in response to Jesus’ choices and actions: “Therefore God...” (2:9).

Let’s now consider the hymn verse by verse.
2:6 The first stanza of the hymn describes the state of “Messiah Jesus” before his 
earthly life. Much ink has been spilt over trying to understand exactly what the 
hymn is proposing about Jesus and/or his Messiahship, but the main purpose of 
the verse is clear: that he chose not to grasp after something that could rightfully 
have been his. The word in Greek that is often translated “exploited” means to 
grasp or clutch after something in a violent kind of way. So part of being Christ-
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minded is restraint from grasping after power and status. Before we learn what 
to say “yes” to, we learn what to say “no” to.

2:7 What Jesus says “yes” to is self-emptying. The Greek word for emptying, 
kenosis, has become an important term in both Christian spirituality of prayer 
and in Christian moral disciplines. Centering Prayer (silent opening to God) is a 
way to practice spiritual kenosis, with the hope that the moral practice of emptying 
oneself for the good of others will follow. Christ Jesus relinquishing a God-like 
existence in order to take on the slavery that is human life (remember how Paul 
introduces himself in 1:1).

2:8 This last verse in the first part of the hymn spirals ever downward, powered 
by Jesus’ humility and obedience to God. The last word is “cross,” the lowest 
possible place of suffering, pain, shame, degradation. All that Jesus said “no” to 
and “yes” to ends here.

2:9 But now, in the place where Jesus is completely disempowered and  can do 
nothing more, God becomes the actor in the drama, just as in the stories of the 
Maccabean martyrs that we began with in this session. God responds to Jesus’ 
humility and obedience, and therefore exalts him to the highest place. 
Resurrection is God’s response to human faithfulness in the face of persecution. 
It is important to see the logic of this movement. Many Christians exaggerate the 
Reformation insistence upon grace, by saying that human beings can do nothing, 
only what God does matters. In the Christ Hymn, what Jesus does as a human 
being is the pivot upon which all the action turns. Jesus’ moral choices--not to 
grasp after power and status, but to empty and humble himself, and to live in 
complete obedience to God, no matter what--is the essential precursor for his 
exaltation. This moral pattern is like the warp strings of a loom, into which every 
thread of the text of Philippians is woven.

2:10 In the Ancient Near East, a person’s name was understood to sum up the 
person’s character and nature. When all creatures bow to the name of Jesus, it is 
not to these letters or sounds that they are bowing, but to his whole character 
and nature, as the most worthy pattern of life.

2:11 The order of the words in this stanza is slightly different in Greek than in 
English, with a slight change in emphasis. The Greek reads: “...and every tongue 
should confess that the Lord is Jesus Christ....” To my ears, the Greek word order 
underscores the fact that in the Roman world the Emperor and other people in 
power might be referred to as “Lord.” But for Christian believers there is only 
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one Lord: Jesus Christ. By confessing him as the Lord of their lives, they are 
orienting themselves to Christ-mindedness in every moment. The image here is 
not so much of worship (though that is here, too), but of subjecting oneself to the 
Lordship of Jesus and therefore to his patterns of humility and obedience to God.

Work Out Your Own Salvation (Philippians 2:12-13)
You should not be surprised at this point to hear Paul make the connection between 
the Philippians and the Christ Hymn: “Therefore, my beloved,...work out your own 
salvation....”

• In other words, “You have seen the pattern of Christ’s life; now work out the 
parallel pattern of living that will be saving for you.”

• Paul is speaking to the whole community and their life together: “Y’all work out 
your own salvation.”

• It is especially important to know that the word “me” is often added in verse 12, so 
that Paul seems to be telling the Philippians to obey him (Paul). But the word “me” 
is not in the Greek text. Remember that the pattern Paul is recommending is that of 
Christ Jesus, who obeyed God. The Philippians have been obeying God when Paul 
was there. Now he counsels them to continue their courageous obedience of God 
even when Paul is not there to observe them.

• “Fear and trembling” is a traditional Jewish way to speak of coming before God 
with awe and respect.

• Verse 13 is a beautiful summation of how human faithfulness is entwined with the 
work of God. Believers can trust that when they submit themselves to God in 
humility, God will empower them from within to live into all goodness. Paul 
presents a balanced view of the economy of grace: God responds to human 
faithfulness, and God is in that faithfulness all along.

NOTE: There is a very important warning that must go with the moral application of 
the Christ Hymn.

• Remember that in the beginning Christ Jesus was the one who had the right to all 
power and status. He then relinquishes his power and status to take the place of a 
slave.

• The moral application of the Christ Hymn in human life always needs to begin 
with an analysis of who, in a given situation, is the one with the greatest power 
and status. It is THIS person who has the call to give up power and status to serve 
the weakest or most vulnerable person, in the pattern of Christ.

• It is NOT for the weaker person or the person of lower status to empty himself or 
herself for the benefit of a person with more power or status.
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• Misapplication of the Christ Hymn results in chaos and destruction. Too often over 
the course of history, obedience and humility have been served up as values for 
people at the bottom of society, while those with power have been encouraged to 
grasp for more.

Like Stars in the World (Philippians 2:14-18)
In verses 14-18, Paul sets the inner life of the Philippian church in the greater context 
of the world around them.

• When they are able to control their backbiting and arguing, their Christ-
mindedness shines in the city of Philippi like a constellation of stars against the 
night sky.

• There is another poignant reminder in verse 16 of Paul’s possible sentence to 
death. He is imagining that when he dies and is called to account for his life to 
God, he will point to the ways in which he has taught the pattern of Christ’s life to 
the Philippians as representing the value of his life and work.

• Continuing with the somber image of his death, Paul compares his relationship 
with the Philippians to the relationship between a grain sacrifice in the Temple and 
the libation of oil or wine poured over it. In other words, a grain offering to God 
(the faithfulness of the Philippians) is the main sacrifice. A libation (Paul’s death) is 
poured over the substance of the sacrifice. Together, they make a suitable thank 
offering to God.

• The mood of a thank offering is joy, even if the sacrifice is costly. And so verses 17 
and 18 end in joy and in a call to rejoicing in the midst of sacrifice.

• I hope that you have been able to get a sense of the range of emotions that surface 
in this chapter, from pathos to exaltation, from loss to salvation, from sorrow to 
rejoicing.

The Examples of Timothy & Epaphroditus (Philippians 2:19-30)
The best way to learn the logic of the final eleven verses is to compare the 
descriptions of Timothy and Epaphroditus to the moral pattern put forward in the 
Christ Hymn.

• How does Timothy model the pattern that Paul is urging in 2:1-5, as well as in the 
hymn?

• What do Timothy and Epaphroditus say “no” to?
• What do they say “yes” to?
• How does Epaphroditus serve as a human-scale example of the pattern of Christ in 

the hymn?
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION
This has been a long teaching, so the questions for reflection are fewer in this session, 
and are all focused on imagining the Christ Hymn lived out.

Questions for an individual doing the study:
Think over the people who have been most important in your life. Has there been 
someone who has “emptied out” himself or herself on your behalf? What was the 
result in your life? What aspects of their actions toward you might you want to 
emulate in your treatment of others?

Is there a situation in your life now, in which you are feeling called to empty 
yourself for the well-being of someone who has less power, status, or authority than 
you have?

Over the next few days, keep track of all the times, large and small, that you observe 
one person giving up something on behalf of another. Give thanks for them in your 
prayers.

Questions for a church or other group doing the study together:
The questions for an individual will apply equally well for a small group doing this 
study. You might want to add to your discussion some consideration of how to 
apply the Christ Hymn to both small and large issues, or to both the individual call 
to empty oneself and the call for a whole community or company or class or nation  
of people to empty themselves for the well-being of others. Is there an action that 
your small group might want to take on together, to benefit someone else?

Questions for a Vestry or Gathering of Church Leaders:
The Christ Hymn can be a very important tool for understanding how to exercise 
leadership in a Christian community. Draw a picture of the leadership of your 
parish, putting those with the most power, status, and authority at the bottom, 
where it is clear that they are the servants, upholding the rest of the parish. Who, 
then, would be at the top, needing the most support and encouragement? How does 
this diagram change or amplify your understanding of leadership?
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SESSION FIVE
Our Citizenship is in Heaven (Philippians 3:2-21) 

We have highlighted throughout this study that the members of Paul’s church in 
Philippi were experiencing persecution and suffering (see Philippians 1:29). We 
suggested in the introductory Session One that the most likely cause of this persecution 
was the widespread perception that Paul’s gospel was anti-Roman and that the 
members of his church were not loyal residents of this important Roman colony. Why? 
Because they were refusing to do their civic duty, which included worshiping the 
emperor and other Roman gods. 

As a result, Paul makes the duties and responsibilities of “citizenship” a central focus in 
his letter. In this Session Five, we will explore in more depth the likely reasons for the 
Philippians’ persecution and suffering, and look closely at Paul’s response. We will see 
how Paul views our “citizenship in heaven” (3:20) and contrasts some of our heavenly 
civic responsibilities with the conduct of life as a citizen of Rome. 

Paul’s Autobiography: Its Warning and Its Encouragement (3:2-11)

In 3:2-7a Paul provides us with his own reflections on his past life. Be sure to review 
these verses in your NRSV Bible before looking over the following comments. Then 
Paul offers us important insights into what we might call his personal “mission 
statement” in 3:8b-11. We provide our own translation of the Greek in that section to 
highlight some important themes. 

Paul warns against Jewish followers of Jesus urging Law observance.  
• As we know from the letter to the Galatians, Paul had rivals. 

✴Other teachers/missionaries, faithful Jews following Messiah Jesus, who came 
into Paul’s Gentile churches after he’d founded the church and moved on; 

✴These Jewish-Christians would try to convince Paul’s churches that the real 
gospel required Gentiles to follow the Jewish Law, including male circumcision. 

• In 3:2 Paul clearly warns the Philippians to beware of these outsiders who insist 
that Gentiles must follow the patterns of the Jewish Law, including circumcision 
(which was often called a “mutilation of the flesh” in the Greco-Roman world). 



• Paul says in 3:3 that Gentile followers of Jesus are already part of God’s covenant 
people by means of a different circumcision (compare Romans 2:28-29: 
circumcision of the heart) and because they worship in the Spirit of God.  

Some Philippians may have been tempted to follow the Jewish Law for practical 
reasons: to avoid suffering and persecution.  

• Jews were excused from participating in the Roman imperial cult, which included 
worship of the emperor. 

• This worship of the emperor was considered a civic duty for all residents of the 
Roman colony of Philippi (except Jews) whether they were citizens of Rome or not. 

• A refusal to worship the emperor by members of Paul’s Gentile church may have 
been the principal cause of their persecution and suffering. 

• Thus, the legal exemption for Jews from worshiping in the imperial cult would 
make becoming a full-fledged, Law-observant Jew an attractive option.  

Paul’s own experience exemplifies the cross and self-giving of Christ.  
• In 2:1-13 Paul set out the obedient pattern of Christ, who emptied himself of status 

and power to serve others, which led to his suffering, death, and resurrection. 
• In 2:14-30 Paul offered Timothy, Epaphroditus, and himself as three living 

examples of Christ and Christ’s cross-shaped obedience and suffering for the sake 
of others.

• In 3:2-11, Paul sets out again the example of his own life as a Christ-shaped model.  
• Paul recalls how he gladly emptied himself of all his worldly status and power as a 

faithful, even zealous Jewish Pharisee, once he came to know Jesus Christ.  
• Based on knowing Christ he looks back on all that was good in his life (including 

his blamelessness in how he lived by Jewish Law) and considers it all of lesser value.
• Paul may be offering his own experience as encouragement by:

✴subtly suggesting to Roman citizens in the church that they, too, like Christ, 
Paul, Timothy and Epaphroditus, must give up their status and power (in the 
case of some Philippians, the status and power associated with Roman 
citizenship) in order to serve Christ and the gospel; and/or 

✴subtly suggesting to those in the congregation who are tempted to take on the 
Jewish Law that they must resist that temptation to take on something that Paul 
has found to be far inferior to the experience of knowing Christ and the power 
of his resurrection; and/or 

✴telling them that knowing Christ and the power of God is far superior to any 
advantages of citizenship, whether of Rome or Israel.  
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Paul outlines his personal “mission statement” in 3:8b-11.

8b For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order 
that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that 
comes from the Law, but one that comes through the faith of Christ, the righteousness from 
God based on faith. 10 I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the 
partnership of his sufferings by conforming myself to his death, 11 if somehow I may attain 
the resurrection from the dead. 
 
• In v. 8b Paul seeks to “gain Christ and be found in him,” a desire to maintain that 

intimate relationship beginning when Christ was first revealed “in” Paul.
• To “be found in him” reflects Paul’s new home, a new place of residence in Christ. 
• Paul empties himself of his former “righteousness” based on the Jewish Law, in 

favor of a righteousness coming directly from God “through the faith of Christ.”
✴We see here one of seven instances in Paul’s letters where the Greek can be 

translated either as “faith in Christ” as in most modern translations, or “the 
faith of Christ,” which is found in the King James Version but has fallen out of 
favor for many Protestants. 

✴The “faith of Christ” reflects Christ’s completely faithful obedience to God, 
even to the point of death on the cross. 

✴The Greek noun dikaiosynē is translated in 3:9 three times as “righteousness,” 
but an equally good translation would be “justice;” so, the “righteousness” or 
“justice” of God was revealed when God raised from the dead the faithful and 
obedient Jesus Christ. 

✴The important issue here for faithfulness in our own daily lives is that our faith 
and faithfulness are inseparably linked to Christ’s obedient faith and 
faithfulness.

✴The translation “faith of Christ” keeps us from turning the possession of faith 
into a new form of “works righteousness” based on our own decision to have faith. 

• For Paul “to know” Christ in 3:10 refers to three things:
✴It starts with Paul “conforming” himself to Christ’s death, dying to the 

standards and norms of the world and living only by Christ’s faithful and 
obedient pattern of emptying himself of power and status and serving the 
interests of others as a slave (2:5-8).  

✴When Paul “dies” to the world’s norms and lives by Christ’s pattern of self-
giving for others, the same life-giving power of God that raised Jesus from the 
dead enriches the lives of the other people that Paul is serving. 

✴When Paul or the Philippians “die” to the world’s norms and live by the cross 
of Christ, it might also lead them into the “partnership” or sharing of Christ’s 
sufferings. 
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How can we, too, know Christ and the power of his resurrection? 
• By acting in ways that seek the benefit of others, not ourselves (2:1-5);
• By emptying ourselves of our status and power in order to serve the interests of 

others (2:5-11); 
• By remaining obedient to God, even if our obedience leads to suffering, since the 

suffering of Christ in his obedience renders the obedient suffering of his followers 
intelligible;

• In these ways, we conform ourselves to Christ in his death, but also giving us hope 
of resurrection.

• For Paul, the power of God that raised Jesus from the dead also manifests itself in 
our lives, when we “walk in newness of life” by imitating Christ (see Romans 
6:3-4).    

The Path to Citizenship Requires Walking the Way of the Cross (3:12-21)

Philippians 3:12 Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal; but I 
press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. 13 Beloved, I do not 
consider that I have made it my own; but this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and 
straining forward to what lies ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal for the prize of the 
heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus. 15 Therefore, as many of us as are mature, let us 
exercise our practical moral reasoning with this in mind; and if any of you exercise a different 
pattern of practical moral reasoning, this too God will reveal to you. 16 Nevertheless, let us 
walk in step with what we have attained. 

17 Brothers and sisters, join together to become imitators of me, and observe those who walk 
according to the example you have in us. 18 For many walk as enemies of the cross of Christ; 
I have often told you of them, and now I tell you even with tears. 19 Their end is destruction; 
their god is the belly; and their glory is in their shame; they have exercised their practical 
moral reasoning by with earthly things in mind. 20 But our citizenship is in heaven, and it is 
from there we are expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. 21 He will transform our huthe 
body of our humiliation that it may be conformed to the body of his glory, by the power that 
also enables him to make all things subject to himself. 

Paul has not yet attained resurrection from the dead. 
• For Paul, resurrection from the dead requires an earthly death of the physical body. 
• As we hear in Romans 6:3-4, those who are buried with Christ by baptism into his 

death are not raised from the dead like Christ, but instead they “walk in newness 
of life.”
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• Elsewhere, Paul tells us that “walking in newness of life” means walking 
according to the “logic of the cross” (see, for example, 1 Corinthians 1:18; Galatians 
6:14-16).  

Paul presses on toward the goal of resurrection, “forgetting what lies behind” (v. 13). 
• As we saw in his story at Philippians 3:4-8, Paul had a lot to forget!!
• But he does not regret his past, nor is he wracked by guilt for his past, for he 

knows that it is all a part of his present call from God. 
• Similarly, he knows that “there is now no condemnation in Christ” (Romans 8:1): 

what is past is past, and all that matters is Paul’s continuing faithfulness now. 

Who are the “mature” in v. 15? They are people who practice phroneō, the specific, 
Christ-shaped moral reasoning Paul introduced in 1:7 and set out in greater detail in 
2:5-11. We know this because Paul uses the same Greek verb phroneō in 1:7 and 2:5-11, 
just as he uses it twice in 3:15. 

• Earlier, in Session Four, we used the following NRSV translation of Philippians 2:5: 
“Let the same mind be in you [Greek: phroneō] that was in Christ Jesus.”

• We suggested in Session Four that you might say that Paul tells them to be “Christ-
minded.”

• In Session Three, we discussed “being of the same mind” as Christ in 2:5 (Paul 
uses the verb phroneō there also); we can see that “being of the same mind” means 
exercising the same practical moral reasoning as exemplified by Christ, the one 
who gave up his power and status in obedience to God, becoming a slave in 
service to others (2:6-8). 

• As we also noted in Session Two, Paul uses phroneō throughout this letter to bind 
the Philippians to the exercise of a pattern of thinking, feeling, and acting that 
reflects the moral pattern of Jesus Christ himself.1  

• Here, in 3:15, Paul refers to those who exercise Christ’s practical moral reasoning 
(phroneō) as the “mature” ones, those who press on toward the goal in response to 
the heavenly call of God in Christ. 

Paul and others set examples for the way the Philippians should “walk.” 
• The imitation of Paul and, thereby, Christ, is a common motif in Paul’s letters. 
• For instance, “Be imitators of me as I am of Christ,” he says in 1 Corinthians 11:1.
• The imitation of moral teachers was a very common practice in the ancient world; 

it was the predominant way most people learned the moral life.
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•  Here, in Philippians 3:16, Paul encourages the Philippians to be imitators of him 
and others; this means imitating people who “walk” according to the cross of 
Christ.  

• To imitate Christ and Paul means exercising the practical moral reasoning of 
Christ, who emptied himself of status and power to serve others and was thereby 
obedient to God to the point of death, even death on a cross (2:6-8). 

• In Philippians 3:4-11 Paul demonstrated what walking in the way of the cross 
looks like in the context of his own life: emptying himself of all the status and 
power he built up in Judaism. 

• Now he sees all his past “success” from a different point of view. Now Paul  
considers what he formerly valued as loss, from the point of view of now knowing 
Christ and Christ’s practical moral reasoning (Greek: phronēsis) led to his death, 
but that death led to his resurrection to new life. 

• For us, living over twenty centuries later, walking by the cross means looking for 
ways to think, feel, and act with the mind and practical moral reasoning of Christ 
by analogy in the specific daily contexts of our modern lives.2

Who are these “enemies of the cross” (v. 18)? 
• They are people whose actions are determined by the exercise of a phronēsis shaped 

by self-interested concerns or behavioral standards of the dominant culture that 
work in opposition to the self-giving pattern of living revealed in Christ.  

• Or, as Stephen Fowl suggest, the enemies of the cross are “those who manifest a 
disordered, earth-bound practical moral reasoning.”3 

• These “enemies of the cross” might be those insisting that Gentiles adopt the moral 
patterns set out in the Jewish Law (see the discussion above concerning 3:2). 

• But these “enemies of the cross” might also be other residents of Philippi, who are 
persecuting the Philippians and causing them to suffer (1:29) because of the 
widespread perception that Paul’s gospel was anti-Roman. 

• A consequence of Paul’s “anti-Roman” gospel was that members of his church 
were seen as disloyal residents of this important Roman colony because they were 
not carrying out the duties and responsibilities of citizenship by worshiping the 
emperor and other Roman gods (see Session One). 

“But our citizenship is in heaven...” Paul reminds the Philippians, and us, as baptized 
Christians, that our real citizenship is not as citizens of Rome, or even the United States, 
but as citizens of the heavenly realm, the Kingdom of God. 
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Our path to citizenship in the heavenly realm includes exercising the practical moral 
reasoning used by Christ himself and walking in the way of the cross of Christ. 

• These are the actions that constitute our path to citizenship by which we press on 
toward resurrection, toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in 
Christ Jesus.

• Our path to citizenship then leads to the future, final and complete physical 
transformation of our earthly bodies of humiliation into the glorious body of the 
risen Christ himself (v. 21). 

• Paul characterizes “our earthly bodies of humiliation” in 3:21 using language that 
clearly echoes Christ’s own human act of “humbling himself” and becoming 
obedient to the point of death on a cross (2:8), actions which now ground our hope 
of being raised and transformed into new life just as Christ was raised and exalted 
by God (2:9-11).  

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

Questions for an individual doing the study:
Paul says he seeks “to gain Christ and be found in him,” a desire to maintain his 
intimate connection with Christ. What are some of the ways you maintain your 
intimate connection with Christ in your own life? 

What are some ways that you become like Christ in his death? Can you tell a story 
about a recent time when you emptied yourself of status and power in order to serve 
the interests of someone less powerful than you? Can you tell a story about a recent 
time you suffered with Christ because of your faithfulness? 

Is there an aspect of your past life or an event that you now see or understand 
differently because of your faith commitments? 

Do you have a discipline for exercising the practical moral reasoning of Christ, for 
thinking through an event in daily life with the mind of Christ? 

Are there past aspects of your life that you have been able to forget, so that you now 
press on with life and are able to move forward? What does Paul’s autobiography 
say to you? 

Identify some of the people you know who “walk” in the way of the cross (as Paul 
explains this) in their lives? In what ways do they serve as models or examples for 
you to imitate? 
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In Philippi the civic duties of worshiping the emperor and other Roman gods 
conflicted with the Christian duty to worship only God in Christ. The refusal of the 
Philippians to fulfill these Roman civic duties probably led to persecution and 
suffering. That suffering tempted them to turn back and carry out their Roman civic 
duties. What aspects of American civic duty potentially conflict with some of your 
“civic duties” as a “citizen of heaven”? Have you ever experienced persecution 
because your faith prevented you from fulfilling some of your civic duties as an 
American citizen?  

The United States is currently deeply enmeshed in debate over the controversial 
issues associated with immigration and whether there should be a path to 
citizenship for those who entered this country illegally. What might this passage 
from Philippians have to say to us as Christians who engage others in this debate? 

Questions for a church or other group doing the study together:
Identify some of the members of your study group who walk in way of the cross, as 
Paul has explained it. In what ways does this bring life to your group? 

Does your study group have a particular discipline for reasoning through an issue 
with the mind of Christ? If so, please explain that process.

Questions for a Vestry or Gathering of Church Leaders:
Identify some of the members of your leadership group who walk in way of the 
cross, as Paul has explained it. How do their actions bring God’s new life to your 
group? 

Does your leadership group have a particular discipline for reasoning through an 
issue with the mind of Christ? If so, please explain that process. 

Are there ways in which American cultural civic duties interfere with your church’s 
ability to carry out Christ’s mission in your particular setting?  
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Love Overflowing: Paul’s Epistle to the Philippians
Diocese of West Texas
Spring 2013

SESSION SIX
Let Your Gentleness be Known (Philippians 4:1-9)

THIS RELATIVELY BRIEF PASSAGE of Philippians brings to the surface some of the deep 
tensions and emotions of the community: their love and loyalty as well as deep 
divisions; their joy in following Christ in the midst of persecution; their faithful tending 
to the small details of everyday life within the wide framework of God’s judgment.

Background: The Book of Life (Philippians 4:3)
God’s record-book is an idea that is found in the scriptures as far back as the book of 
Exodus, when Moses is interceding for the Israelites and offers to give up his place in 
the “book that you have written,” if God will only not destroy the people (Exodus 
32:32). Psalm 69 gives us a sense for what it meant to be enrolled in the Book of Life: 
“Let [my enemies] be blotted out of the book of the living; let them not be enrolled 
among the righteous” (69:28). God’s Book of Life takes on an apocalyptic dimension in 
Daniel 12:1, as an element in how God will sort out the righteous from the unrighteous 
“at the time of the end.”

In the political context of 1st century Philippi, the idea of God’s record book could also 
be part of Paul’s theme of citizenship in God’s commonwealth (Phil 3:20-21), as 
Hellenistic cities and the Roman Empire both kept detailed records of citizenship.  

To be in God’s Book of Life is not a matter of where you were born, or who your parents 
are. It is a matter of how you live your life, to what extent you are allowing God to work 
through you to live out the patterns of Christ’s self-giving love of others (Phil 2:12-13).

Philippians 4:1
This first verse of chapter four links it to the end of chapter three, so you might want to 
read Philippians 3:17-21 before you begin chapter 4.

• Because the Philippians know that the final goal of their faithful endurance will 
be their transformation into the glory of Christ, they can dare to stand firm in 
this hope, even through persecution.

• The word “beloved” is used twice in this one verse, near the beginning and the 
end, as though Paul wished to surround them with the encouragement of his 
care and concern.



• Paul calls the Philippian church his present “joy” and his future “crown” of 
victory when he comes before God. In their Christ-like love for one another, 
they are the living proof of the validity of Paul’s apostleship.

Philippians 4:2-3
In 4:2-3, we meet two women who are apparently very important leaders of the church 
at Philippi, who are engaged in some kind of dispute with one another. It seems that the 
Philippian church was known for its strong women’s leadership, as Acts also describes 
the community as having been founded by Lydia. Some commentators hold the opinion 
that it is these women’s disagreement that is the reason for the painful divide in the 
Philippian church.

• An important aspect of 4:2-3 that goes unnoticed in English is the use of 
compound Greek words that begin with the prefix syn. Syn means ‘with ‘ or 
‘together,’ like the prefix co- (co-worker, co-teacher, etc.). The prefix shows up 
in Syntyche’s name, as well as four more times.  Paul seems to be using this 
device to bring the divided community together.

• Paul’s first appeal to the women is to “be of the same mind in the Lord.” We 
know from Philippians 2 that the mind of Christ is a mind and heart together 
that are completely devoted to the well-being of others.

• Verse 3 gives us an important insight into the character of Paul’s work. While 
we see him as a singular person, zealous for Christ, traveling alone and 
authoring letters, his own descriptions of his work show it as a community 
effort. Euodia, Syntyche, Syzygus (perhaps a proper name, translated as 
“companion,” though it means literally “yoke-fellow”), Clement, and a host of 
other co-workers have all been involved in the cultivation of the church at 
Philippi.

• The “work of the Gospel,” as the NRSV translates it, is more than a message 
about something. The Gospel is a way of living. The Gospel is a life poured out 
for the good of others. The way Syntyche are opposing one another and 
drawing others into their dispute is preventing the Gospel from being known.

Philippians 4:4-7
While Paul counsels the Philippians to “stand firm in the Lord” in the midst of 
persecution, he does not tell them to become hard or bitter or angry. Rather, he counsels: 
“Let your gentleness be known to everyone.” How does he help them to do this?

• Throughout these verses, Paul makes it clear the the Lord Jesus is their constant 
companion, and that they are leading their lives in his presence. God and “the 
Lord” are present in every verse of 4:4-7.
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• Paul begins with rejoicing, but this is not simple happiness. It is rejoicing in the 
Lord. In his dying and being raised, Christ has shown that the deepest rejoicing 
may come from experiences of suffering.

• In her commentary on Philippians, Bonnie Thurston1 translates the Greek word 
behind the English “gentleness” as “reasonableness in judging as well as an 
attitude that does not seek retaliation.” And she quotes Douglas Ezell as 
translating it “meeting a person halfway” (144). 

• 4:6, on prayer, is best understood not by study, but by experience. See the 
questions at the end that refer to this verse.

• Many of us recognize the last verse from one of the blessings in the Book of 
Common Prayer, where it is said after Communion, when people are about to 
exit the church and return to the stresses and strains of the world. Likewise, 
Paul uses it here to fortify the Philippians by grounding their stresses in the 
peace of God, a peace so thoroughgoing that it “rises above” our minds.

Philippians 4:8-9
The virtues listed in 4:8 are not only Christian virtues. Lists such as this were common 
in Stoic philosophical teaching, and they remind us that being a faithful Christian is also 
about simply being a good human being, a kind neighbor, a trustworthy friend and co-
worker.

• At the end of verse 8, your translation may say to “think about these things.” the 
verb used is logeō, which also means to make an account of something (like a “log” 
book). It means more than simply thinking about something and then moving on, 
so perhaps “commit yourself to these things” would grasp the meaning more 
surely. Commit yourselves to living truthfully, honorably, justly, in such a way that 
anyone would commend your actions.

• In verse 7, Paul spoke of the peace of God descending on a person who has been in 
prayer. Here he speaks of that same peace that enters a person’s life when the 
person is living well and truly.

• At several points in this letter, we have noticed Paul pointing to people as 
exemplars, and here he points very clearly to his own example of faithfulness. 
Though this counsel may seem strange to us, serving as an example seems to have 
been an important part of Paul’s understanding of his apostleship.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION
Anyone doing this study may find questions that suit them in any of the three sets 
(individual, small group, or leadership group). The questions are divided into the three 
groupings simply for ease.
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Questions for an individual doing the study:
Think over the people who have been formative for you in a good way. Imagine 
going before God with them as they come up for judgment. How would you vouch 
for them? How is their goodness revealed in you? This second question may be 
harder: Whose life have you influenced for good in such a way that you would bring 
them before God with you, as proof of your faithfulness in Christ? Who is your joy? 
Who is your crown?

Paul counsels Euodia and Syntyche each to have Christ’s care for the other. have you 
ever experienced or witnessed one of two strong people in disagreement with one 
another finding the strength to be the first to back down and offer care instead of 
opposition? Is there anyone in your life that you are feeling a call to reconcile with at 
the moment? Does Paul’s counsel to Euodia and Syntyche give you any help in 
figuring out how to go about reconciling with this person?

How does it alter your view of Paul to see him as one among a group of people, all 
carrying out the work of the Gospel together. What do you think was Paul’s role 
within this group effort? What sorts of things do you think might have fallen to 
others to do?

What have been your experiences of greatest suffering? Where was God in the midst 
of your suffering? Have you ever known the surprise of rejoicing in the midst of 
suffering? Has your understanding of your suffering changed over time?

For many people, 4:6 has been an important teaching on prayer, trustfully uniting 
petition and thanksgiving. Imagine that “the Lord is near” (because he is!). What 
would you most want to ask him today? What would you most want to give thanks 
for today?

Have you ever felt the peace of God? What words would you give to the experience, 
acknowledging that in some ways there are no words for it?
 
Look at Paul’s list of virtues in Philippians 4:8. Are there any important virtues that 
seem to you to be missing? Spend a moment or two writing your own list of the 5-7 
most important virtues or values that guide your life.

Questions for a church or other group doing the study together:

4



Are there disputes in your church or community that are causing people to divide 
themselves against one another in factions? What would it look like for one person 
in the mix to begin to take on the mind of Christ?

How might your group of Christians help one another to see God and/or Christ in 
the midst of suffering?

Trusting that “the Lord is near” when you group gathers, share your supplications 
and thanksgivings. Perhaps you may want to take a few minutes of silence at the 
first, to sense the simple presence of the Lord among you. Is there a difference 
between praying alone and praying with a group like this?

Look at Paul’s list of virtues in Philippians 4:8. Are there any important virtues that 
seem to you to be missing? Spend a moment or two writing your own list of the 5-7 
most important virtues or values that guide your life. Share your lists with one 
another.

Questions for a Vestry or Gathering of Church Leaders:
It takes a great deal of trust within a community to speak openly about disputes and 
divisions, but these verses from Philippians give us a chance to air some of those 
difficult issues. Do you see some dividing lines in your church? Do these divisions 
mirror fault lines in your wider community or the culture at large? Are they related 
to particular leaders? Paul counseled Euodia and Syntyche to “be of one mind in the 
Lord.” How might having the mind of Christ be helpful in your church community? 
Do you think that people in your church know sufficiently what having the mind of 
Christ looks like? What is your role as a group of leaders in demonstrating the mind 
of Christ, teaching the mind of Christ, and encouraging the mind of Christ?

Has your congregation had periods of difficulties and trials? What did you learn 
about God in the midst of those times?

Paul says that “the Lord is near.” Sit in silence together for a minute or two to feel 
his presence. Then share your supplications and thanksgivings for your parish. 
What forces around you make it difficult to cary out your mission? What people, 
events, or experiences are you most grateful for in your life together?

What is the role of your parish’s Christian Formation in helping people develop the 
mind of Christ, or helping them to do the hard work of reconciling with one another 
(meeting another halfway)?
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Similarly, how is your parish seeking to develop the virtues of Philippians 4:8? Are 
there other virtues or values that are very important in your parish?

If you serve in the leadership of your parish, you are probably an example to others. 
Have you had to change in any way, realizing that you are an example? What do 
you need to do internally, to accept this role? 

6



Love Overflowing: Paul’s Epistle to the Philippians
Diocese of West Texas
Spring 2013

SESSION SEVEN
On Giving and Receiving (Philippians 4:10-20) 

In the ancient world, as in our world today, the practice of giving and receiving gifts 
was deeply intertwined with issues of status and power in relationships. In Paul’s 
world a gift-giver was socially superior to the recipient of the gift, so reciprocation of 
the gift was required to establish a parity that maintained the relative social status of 
each party.1 

For this reason, in this closing section of the letter, Paul engages the Philippians’ 
practice of giving and receiving with careful circumspection. He knows the acts of 
giving and receiving between himself and the Philippians demonstrate the nature of 
their relationship, and he does not want them to understand this practice according to 
the standards of the Greco-Roman culture. So Paul reflects on their relationship, 
applying the practical moral reasoning (Greek: phronēsis) he has associated with the 
mind of Christ throughout the letter. He and the Philippians mutually give and receive 
gifts not according to social status, but solely as an aspect of their partnership in the 
gospel of Christ. Theirs is a relationship governed by mutual cooperation, not a 
“conventional relationship of reciprocity”2 grounded in the usual social conventions of 
patronage and honor.

Paul thus ends this letter emphasizing the same theme he introduced in its opening 
verses. He and the Philippians have been partners in the gospel from day one (1:5); the 
Philippians are partners with Paul in God’s grace (1:7); they are all partners in the Spirit 
(2:1); they are partners with Paul in his suffering and the suffering of Christ (see 1:17, 29; 
3:8, 10; 4:14); and they are partners in giving and receiving (4:15). All of these aspects 
reflect the nature of their relationship, grounded solely in the person of Jesus Christ. 

Paul is Content with Whatever He Has (4:10-14) 

1 See Fowl, 190. 

2 See Fowl, 192.



Phil. 4:10 I rejoice in the Lord greatly that now at last your Christ-mindedness toward me 
has blossomed anew; indeed, you have always been Christ-minded toward me, but had no 
opportunity to show it. 11 Not that I am referring to being in need; for I have learned to be 
content with whatever I have. 12 I know what it is to humble myself, and I know what it is to 
overflow with abundance. In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being 
well-fed and of going hungry, both to overflow in abundance and to lack what I need. 13 I am 
strong in all things through the one who empowers me. 14 In any case, it was kind of you to 
parter with me in my affliction. 

Paul is grateful for the Philippians’ Christ-minded care for Paul again.  
• In 4:10 Paul uses the verb phroneō two more times. We have translated it here with 

“Christ-mindedness,” to summarize the meanings that have accrued to the word 
over the course of this letter. 
✴Paul has used this verb ten times throughout the letter, emphasizing its 

importance for shaping the practical moral reasoning of the Philippians;
✴We have translated the verb as referring to the active exercise of practical moral 

reasoning (3:19), including the practical moral reasoning exercised by Christ 
himself (a pattern of thinking, feeling, and acting that reflects the moral pattern 
of Jesus Christ, see 1:7; 3:15); and as being of the same mind as Christ, being 
Christ-minded (see 2:2, 5; 4:2);

✴“Throughout Philippians Paul has used this verb to indicate a particular 
disposition toward a Christ-focused pattern of thinking, feeling, and acting.”3

• Here, Paul uses the verb phroneō to characterize how the Philippians have 
exercised their Christ-minded reasoning, caring for Paul anew in his current 
tribulation by sending Epaphroditus to help him with another financial gift. 

• In this study we have also introduced you to the Greek noun phronēsis in this same 
word group; although Paul does not use this noun in the letter, it is still a word 
used today to describe practical moral reasoning or wisdom.  

Paul has learned to be content through the ups and downs of his life. 
• Paul is “content” or “self-sufficient” because he relies solely on a life grounded in 

the exercise of Christ-minded moral reasoning and the actions that flow out of that 
reasoning. 

• One clue to this understanding of the ground of Paul’s contentment lies in his use 
of the verb “to humble myself” in v. 12: Paul “humbles himself” just as Christ 
“humbled himself” and became obedient to God (2:8); Paul uses the same Greek 
verb in both verses. 

2

3 Fowl, 193.



• Paul is clearly talking in 4:10-14 about the ups and downs of his material well-
being; nevertheless, he is content either way - with having little and being in need 
or overflowing with abundance - because he is always seeking to magnify Christ in 
his body, no matter what the circumstances (see 1:19).4 

Here, by highlighting his “contentment” or “self-sufficiency,” Paul probably reflects 
again the influence of ancient Stoic philosophical thought. In Session Three, we 
commented on Paul’s equanimity in the face of challenges, noting its probable roots in 
Stoic philosophy. But here Paul attributes his ability to be content in all circumstances, 
good or bad, to the strength of God in Christ, the one always empowering him to 
endure all things.  

The Philippians’ financial gifts to Paul over time are aspects of how they have 
“partnered with” (Greek: syn-koinōneō) him in his affliction (4:14). No doubt, Paul also 
sees the Philippians’ generosity as an aspect of their partnership in the sufferings of 
Christ himself (see 3:10), including the persecution they are enduring (see 1:27-30).   

The Philippians’ Financial Gifts are Sacrificial Gifts to God (4:15-20)

4:15 You Philippians indeed know that in the early days of the gospel, when I left Macedonia, 
no church partnered with me in an accounting of expenditures and receipts, except you alone. 
16 For even when I was in Thessalonica, you sent me help for my needs more than once. 17 
Not that I seek the gift, but I do seek the profit that accumulates to your account. 18 I have 
been paid in full and have more than enough; I am fully satisfied, now that I have received 
from Epaphroditus the gifts you sent, a fragrant offering, a sacrifice acceptable and pleasing 
to God. 19 And my God will fully satisfy every need of yours according to his riches in glory 
in Christ Jesus. 20 To our God and Father be glory forever and ever. Amen. 
 

Paul emphasizes the theme of partnership yet again.  
• Paul returns to the theme he introduced in 1:5: the Philippians partnered (koinōneō) 

with Paul financially from the beginning of the gospel;
• Here, in 4:15, Paul highlights that no church except the one in Philippi partnered 

with Paul “in an accounting of expenditures and receipts.”
• While Paul is certainly addressing the practices of “giving and receiving” between 

himself and the Philippians - which is the usual translation of 4:15 - our underlined 
changes reinforce the business and economic underpinnings that accompany 

3

4 As suggested by Fowl, 195.



Paul’s concept of the “partnership” between himself and the Philippians (see also 
Sessions Two and Three).

• In this section of the letter, however, Paul also makes it clear what he introduced in 
1:5: this partnership in the gospel is one that also extends to, and includes, God 
and Jesus Christ.   

Thus, Paul subverts the social expectations of giving and receiving in the Greco-
Roman world by placing them within a theological perspective. 

• On the one hand, Paul continues to use the language of commerce that 
characterizes the reciprocity of giving and receiving in the ancient world: “I do 
seek the profit that accumulates to your account” (v. 17).
✴The Greek word karpos that is translated by the NRSV in v. 17 as “profit,” is 

often translated as “fruit” in other contexts. 
✴This reflects the understanding that “profit” is the “fruit” of commercial 

dealings. 
• On the other hand, Paul subverts the conventional understanding of gift-giving in 

the Greco-Roman world: 
✴He never characterizes the Philippians’ financial gifts as debts to be repaid.  
✴He never discusses the relative social status of giver and receiver in their 

relationship. 
• Furthermore, and even more importantly, Paul places all of this giving and 

receiving within a theological perspective: this is NOT an “account” with Paul or 
the Philippians, but an account the Philippians have with God. 

• Paul thus makes God (and Christ) a third “partner” in this relationship.

The language of sacrifice in the Temple and the practice of giving.  
• Paul characterizes the Philippians’ financial offerings as the metaphorical 

equivalent of sacrificial offerings made to God in the Temple: they are “a fragrant 
offering, a sacrifice acceptable and pleasing to God” (v. 18). 
✴In the Hebrew Bible, the “fragrance” of an offering is a way of speaking about 

its acceptability to God (Genesis 8:21; Exodus 29:18; Leviticus 7:11).
✴The same language of “fragrant offering” appears in Ephesians 5:2, referring to 

Christ’s own self-offering for the benefit of others.5 

Since the offering of the Philippians is first of all a pleasing sacrifice to God, God 
will meet all their needs in response to their offering (4:19). 
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5 Fowl, 199.



• “This context implicitly recognizes the Greco-Roman social conventions inherent 
in giving and receiving while at the same time subverting these conventions in the 
light of the three-way relationship that obtains between Paul, the Philippians, and 
God.”6 

Conclusion 

Throughout this study we have explored Paul’s profound understanding of the 
relationship between himself, the Philippians, and God in Christ. We have reviewed 
the complex relationship between the themes of the Philippians’ partnership with Paul 
and God in the spread of the gospel and God’s grace. This partnership occurs through 
the practice of giving and receiving. The partnership is also reflected in the exercise of 
practical moral reasoning, as believers learn to think with the mind of Christ and act 
accordingly. The partnership includes the importance of compassionate self-giving 
modeled on Christ himself, which may lead to suffering, but which always overflows 
with new life from God to meet every need in the community. 

We close our study of Philippians with an extended quote from one of the authors of 
this study, the Rev. Dr. Jane L. Patterson, who highlights the importance of this letter for 
our contemporary life as followers of Christ and partners in the gospel:  

“As the circle of giving and receiving, described in Philippians, links heaven 
and earth, so also sacrifices burnt upon the altar ascend into the heavens, in 
thanksgiving for and assurance of the continual blessings that descend from 
heaven to earth....And...the cycle of giving and receiving on earth is also drawn 
up into its heavenly implications, both in terms of the Philippians’ 
‘account,’ (Phil 4:17), and in terms of God’s response (Phil 4:19) to their sacrificial 
(Phil 4:18) giving. It appears that, in Paul’s view, obedient Christian life 
reverberates across the divide between heaven and earth. Sacrificial gift-
exchange is one way for Paul to talk about this constant commerce between 
heaven and earth. Emptying oneself of ‘one’s own things’ (2:4, or the gifts to 
Paul, 4:18), whether material or immaterial, plays a role in reconciling the 
world to God. And God, skilled in the customs of giving and receiving, 
responds (4:19).”7

5

6 Fowl, 200.

7 Jane L. Patterson, Keeping the Feast: Metaphors of Sacrifice in First Corinthians and Philippians, Ph.D. 
Dissertation, Southern Methodist University, 2009 (emphasis added). 



QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 

Questions for an individual doing the study:
Paul says he has learned to be content through the ups and downs of material life in 
the world. Are you content with your present life by virtue of your identity in 
Christ? What experiences have contributed to that contentment? What role does 
your faith play in reaching that place of contentment?  

To what charities do you most often contribute? Do some of these charities alleviate 
the suffering of others? How might your financial contribution be seen as a kind of 
“partnering” with those who suffer? Does the idea of partnership change your sense 
of what it means to contribute to charities? 

Many of us are tempted to give based on cultural perspectives. For instance, it is 
very common to give to others with the expectation that one’s giving will influence 
their decision-making, or to give to others with the expectation that one will receive 
something in return.Reflect on your most recent experiences of gift-giving with the 
mind of Christ. How does this practice change the nature of gift-giving? Have you 
ever received a gift that felt manipulative?   

In what ways does God meet your needs? Do you see any connection between God’s 
gifts to you and your own patterns of giving to God? What are those connections? 

Some of us have a hard time receiving gifts from others. How might Paul’s Christ-
minded moral reasoning in Philippians help us be better recipients of gifts? What 
does Philippians say about the role of receiving in the spread of the gospel?  

Questions for a church or other group doing the study together:
Refer to the comments and questions above directed to individuals in connection 
with their giving to charities. In what ways has your study group or church recently 
“partnered” in the suffering and affliction of others (and, in turn, partnered in the 
suffering of Christ)? 

What kinds of things do you “give” to your group or church? What things do you 
“receive” from your group or church? In what ways does the practice of giving and 
receiving in your group spread the gospel of Christ? 
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How does God meet your needs through your participation in the group? 

Questions for a Vestry or Gathering of Church Leaders:
Refer to the comments and questions above directed to individuals in connection 
with their giving to charities. In what ways has your congregation or leadership 
group recently “partnered” in the suffering and affliction of others by making a 
financial contribution (and, in turn, partnered in the “suffering” of Christ)? 

Are there members of your congregation who give to your church based on cultural 
perspectives? Are there members of your church who give with the expectation that 
their giving will influence your vestry’s decision-making? Do members of your 
church give with the expectation that they will receive something from the church in 
return? What steps might you take as a vestry or leadership group to help your 
congregation understand Paul’s approach to giving and receiving in Philippians? 

In what ways does God meet the needs of your congregation? Can you discern any 
connection between God’s gifts to your church and your church’s patterns of giving 
to God? 
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SESSION ONE
Introduction and Historical Background 

Paul’s correspondence to his beloved and trusted church in Philippi is possibly his most 
beautiful and certainly one of his most powerful, yet practical letters, for Christians then 
and now. One influential Anglican scholar suggests that the letter reflects a 
comprehensive pattern of thinking, feeling, and acting that the Philippians are to 
embody in ways that conform them to their Lord Jesus Christ.1 According to another 
leading scholar on Paul, “this letter’s most comprehensive purpose is the shaping of...a 
practical moral reasoning that is ‘conformed to Christ’s death’ in hope of his 
resurrection.”2 This study will show how Paul’s practical moral reasoning grounded life 
in Christ for the Philippians, and how it undergirds all our life of faithfulness today.  
 
As you work your way through this study, you will see that we discuss in detail many 
different passages from the letter. Some of the time, we will comment on the text of the 
New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) of the Bible. At other times, we will use our 
own translation of a passage from the original Greek. You will find these passages 
italicized at the start of a section of commentary. We have underlined important words 
or phrases where our translation varies from the NRSV. These underlined words and 
phrases will be discussed in the commentary that follows the passage. 

As in all of his letters, Paul addresses specific issues and circumstances affecting 
members of this particular church. So, we begin our study with a look at the historical 
setting of the city, church, and letter.  
 
The City of Philippi 
Named for Philip of Macedon, father of Alexander the Great (died 323 BCE), Philippi 
was an ancient Greek city in the mountains of northern Greece, fortified by Alexander. 
Three centuries later, in 42 BCE, after the rise of Rome as the dominant power in the 

1 Stephen E. Fowl, Philippians, Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans [The Two Horizons New Testament 
Commentary Series], 2005, pp. 12, 28. 

2 Wayne A. Meeks, “The Man From Heaven in Paul’s Letter to the Philippians,” in In Search of the Early 
Christians: Selected Essays by Wayne A. Meeks, edited by Allen R. Hilton and H. Gregory Snyder, New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2002, pp. 106-14. 



Mediterranean world, Octavius (later Augustus) and Mark Antony defeated the 
assassins of Julius Caesar at the battle of Philippi. After assuming his position as the 
first Roman emperor, Augustus refounded Philippi as a Roman colony in 31 BCE, 
assuming personal jurisdiction over the city. Philippi lay on the Via Egnatia, the main 
road and trade route between Rome and the East. Twelve miles away lay the port city of 
Neapolis, making Philippi a crossroads for land and sea travel and trade.3 By the time 
Paul wrote to the church in Philippi, the city probably had about 10,000 inhabitants. 

2

3 In this section and the ones following, we are drawing generally from the excellent studies of the apostle 
Paul by Michael J. Gorman, Apostle of the Crucified Lord: A Theological Introduction to Paul and His Letters, 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2004), pp. 412-18. 



Above and below: portions of the remains of the city of Philippi, overlooking the 
valley where Octavius and Mark Antony defeated Brutus and Cassius in 42 BCE
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Above: a mosaic tile floor in a residence in ancient Philippi
Below: the creators of this study standing on the Via Egnatia in Philippi
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The Importance of Citizenship in Philippi 
At its refounding, Augustus sent army veterans and native Italian farmers to leaven the 
local Greek population with greater Roman influence. He granted Philippi the status of 
other Italian cities, granting its colonists many rights and privileges not otherwise 
available to residents in most other Greek cities, including citizenship and exemption 
from certain taxes.  As a result, these Romans and Roman institutions exercised a 
significant amount of influence in the city.4 With these special grants of privilege from 
the emperor also came corresponding duties. Citizens and non-citizens alike were 
expected to behave like inhabitants of a loyal imperial colony. This loyalty included 
offering adulation to Rome and participating in the emperor cult (which meant 
worshiping the emperor), as well as worshiping several other important local deities.  

As we will see in this study, the followers of Jesus in the church at Philippi, like Paul, 
were experiencing persecution and suffering (see 1:29). The most likely cause was the 
widespread perception that Paul’s gospel was anti-Roman and that the members of his 
church were not loyal residents of this important Roman colony. Thus, the duties and 
responsibilities of citizenship became a central focus in the letter, where Paul contrasts 
“citizenship in heaven” (3:20) with the conduct of life as a citizen of Rome. 

Paul’s Letter to the Church in Philippi 
The church in Philippi was the first to share with Paul, both financially and spiritually, 
in the early spread of the gospel (see Philippians 1:5; 4:15-16). Thus, Paul emphasizes 
the importance of “partnership” (Greek: koinōnia) throughout the letter (see 1:5; 2:1; 3:10; 
4:15). Departing from his practice with other churches, Paul accepted money from the 
Philippians, trusting them not to try to use their financial support of his ministry to 
influence the way Paul proclaimed the gospel. One significant theme of this letter is to 
thank the Philippians for their steadfast support of his ministry.    

Writing to the church from prison, where Paul is potentially facing death, he reflects on 
his life and the role that Christ-like suffering has played in the spread of the gospel.5 
Paul also writes this letter to the church to encourage them, as they, too, appear to be 
suffering persecution at the hands of Roman citizens and officials in Philippi.  

Because they are proud of their heritage as a Roman colony, Paul has to remind the 
Philippians that their authentic citizenship is in heaven (3:20). They must live out that 
heavenly citizenship in a manner worthy of the gospel (1:27). 

5

4 Fowl, p. 12. 

5 We will look closer at the nature of imprisonment in the ancient Roman world and Paul’s views on his 
predicament and his suffering in Session Three, covering Philippians 1:12-30. 



Further, Paul writes to address some kind of conflict between Euodia and Syntyche, two 
women who were leaders in the church at Philippi (see 4:2-3). Philippians becomes one 
of Paul’s most illuminating letters for those seeking to understand how Paul reasons 
from the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, to discern ways for people to embody 
Jesus Christ in their daily lives. Paul urges church members in Philippi to reason with 
the mind of Christ and to look for ways they, too, can embody the faithful and obedient 
pattern reflected in Christ’s life (see 2:1-14, discussed in Session Four). His pattern of 
faithfulness, and his alone, serves as the behavioral model for Paul and all those who 
live in his communities in Christ.

Unlike many of Paul’s other letters, the opening verses of this letter make no reference 
to Paul’s status or authority as an “apostle” of Jesus Christ.6 Paul’s authority as founder 
and spiritual mentor of the Philippians was not under challenge in this congregation 
that loved Paul as much as he loved them. Further, in a letter in which humility is 
presented as a core Christian virtue, Paul simply characterizes himself and Timothy (the 
co-author of the letter) as “slaves” of Christ Jesus. To help the Philippians understand 
and recognize this pattern of humility in daily life, the letter alternates between specific 
examples of embodied humility, followed by instructions to the church that encourage 
them to embrace this same Christ-like pattern in their lives together. 

The Letter’s Thesis Statement (Philippians 1:27-30)
Given this background, consider briefly the letter’s thesis statement in 1:27, which 
identifies several themes we will examine in more detail in Session Three of this study: 

Philippians 1:27 Only, conduct your citizenship in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, 
so that, whether I come and see you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you 
are standing firm in one spirit, with one soul, striving together for the faith of the gospel,
28 and are in no way intimidated by your opponents. For them this is evidence of their 
destruction, but of your salvation. And this is from God. 29 Because you were given the 
grace on behalf of Christ, not only to believe into him, but also to suffer on his behalf —since 
you are having the same struggle that you saw I had and now hear that I still have. 

 
• Disciples are called to live out their heavenly citizenship as if they were “resident 

aliens” on earth, in specific ways and through certain actions that manifest the 
gospel of Christ; 

6

6 An “apostle” is one who is sent, commissioned to carry out a specific task by the one with ultimate 
authority in a matter. 



• Disciples are led by the one Spirit sent from God, rather than by other spirits -
including the spirits of empire or nationalism - that adversely influence people’s 
thoughts and actions; 

• Disciples struggle together side-by-side, collaborating with one another to reason 
together with the one mind of Christ, knowing that the Spirit will lead them to 
discern and embody faithful Christ-like actions; 

• Disciples live confidently in the face of adversity, knowing that the Spirit 
empowers them to think with the mind of Christ and to act in ways that faithfully 
embody the person of Christ; 

• Disciples consider that it is a grace from God to believe “into Christ,” which means 
entrusting their whole lives to him through what they say and do, stepping into 
the life of Christ by thinking, feeling, and acting like Christ in new contexts of 
contemporary life;

• Disciples also know that believing “into Christ” subjects them to suffering with 
Christ, just as Paul himself is suffering with, and for Christ, while imprisoned for 
the sake of the gospel.  

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 

Questions for an individual doing the study:
The following exercise is aimed at helping you reflect on the assumptions you make 
about reading scripture. Spend a few minutes in silence, reflecting on your answer to 
each of the following questions:

(1) Reading the Bible well requires...
(2) Illegitimate readings are those readings that...
(3) When I read Scripture, I try never to forget...
(4) When I read Scripture, I try to let go of...
(5) Reading the Bible matters because...

Reflect on what you have learned about yourself from answering these questions. 

Questions for a church or other group doing the study together:
For those of you who are coming together for the first time to study scripture, the 
following exercise is aimed at helping you get to know one another’s assumptions 
about reading scripture and to start building a community that shares the reading 
experience. Spend a few minutes in silence, reflecting on your answer to each of the 
following questions. Then share your answers with one another, being careful only to 
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listen to one another’s responses without debating whether some answers are “right” 
and others “wrong.” 

(1) Reading the Bible well requires...
(2) Illegitimate readings are those readings that...
(3) When I read Scripture, I try never to forget...
(4) When I read Scripture, I try to let go of...
(5) Reading the Bible matters because...

Discuss what you have learned about one another from sharing your answers to these 
questions. How do plan to deal with some of the differences that surfaced in your 
assumptions about reading the Bible?  

Questions for a Vestry or Gathering of Church Leaders:
The questions above will apply equally well for a vestry or other church leadership 
group doing the study together. 
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SESSION TWO
Prove Through Testing the Actions that are Most Valuable (Philippians 1:1-11) 

Paul and Timothy, the joint authors of this letter, greet the members of the church in 
Philippi in 1:1-2. They characterize themselves as “slaves of Christ Jesus.” By doing so, 
they introduce one the letter’s central themes: as “slaves of Christ” they model for the 
Philippians what it means to be a follower of Jesus, the one who emptied himself of his 
God-like status to become a human “slave” who worked for the benefit of others 
(2:5-11). We discuss this important theme in greater detail in Session Four.    

In the “thanksgiving” paragraph at Philippians 1:3-11, Paul gives thanks for this 
congregation that has supported him in every way from the beginning of his mission 
and ministry. As he does in most of his letters, Paul introduces several major themes in 
the thanksgiving that he will address in various ways throughout the letter. These 
include (1) partnership [Greek: koinōnia and synkoinōnia] with Paul in the spread of the 
gospel and in God’s grace, through suffering and success; (2) the exercise of practical 
moral reasoning [Greek: phroneō]; (3) the importance of living one’s life with the 
compassion [Greek: splanchna] of Christ himself; (4) the importance of living one’s life 
with love for others that overflows [Greek: perisseuō] in knowledge and moral wisdom; 
(5) and the role of proof through testing [Greek: dokimazō] in the the community’s 
discernment and exercise of practical moral reasoning. We will examine various aspects 
of these themes throughout our sessions in this study of Philippians.  

The Thanksgiving Paragraph (1:3-11)

Philippians 1:3 I thank my God every time I remember you, 4 constantly praying with joy in 
every one of my prayers for all of you, 5 because of your partnership in the gospel from the 
first day until now. 6 I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you 
will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ. 7 It is right for me to express this 
practical moral judgment about all of you, because I hold you in my heart, for all of you are 
partners with me in God’s grace, both in my imprisonment and in the defense and 
confirmation of the gospel. 8 For God is my witness, how I long for all of you with the 
compassion of Christ Jesus. 9 And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more and 
more with full knowledge and all moral understanding 10 so that you may prove through 
testing the things that are most valuable, in order that in the day of Christ you might be 



sincere and blameless, 11 having been filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes 
through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God. 

 
The Philippians are partners with Paul and God in several ways.

• Throughout the letter, Paul makes it clear that he and the Philippians share many 
things in common [Greek: koinē], so he uses a word group from the business world 
rooted in this commonality. The Greek noun koinōnia, translated as “partnership,” 
characterizes this common sharing. Paul also uses the Greek verb koinōneō that 
comes from the same Greek root.  

• Partners in business are those who share everything in common, including all 
profits and losses of the enterprise.

• In 1:5 Paul says the Philippians have been in a partnership in the gospel from day 
one of Paul’s ministry; in fact, later in the letter at 4:14-16, Paul says the Philippians 
partnered with Paul in his afflictions, and they were the only church which partnered 
with him by providing needed financial and moral support during those early 
times.

• According to 1:7 the Philippians also “partner with” Paul in God’s grace - God’s 
life-giving power (v. 7) - whether in suffering/loss or in success/profit: 
✴Paul uses the Greek verb synkoinōneō, a compound word with the prefix syn- 

that means ‘with ‘ or ‘together,’ like the prefix co- in co-worker, co-teacher, etc.
✴He uses prefix syn- often in the letter to emphasize in various ways the 

Philippians’ solidarity “with” Paul and with Christ. 
✴Here, Paul and the Philippians share together in the grace of suffering on behalf 

of Christ, a subject discussed in more detail in Session Three: Paul in his 
imprisonment and the Philippians in the opposition and struggle they face in 
Philippi (1:27-30);

• Paul and the Philippians also share in the successes of the gospel, also a topic 
addressed in more detail in Session Three: 
✴Paul sees the gospel ironically spreading to the Roman world through his 

imprisonment (1:12-14); and 
✴he sees the moral growth taking place among the Philippians (1:6), so that 

they are able to stand firm as witnesses to the gospel in the face of 
opposition (1:27-30). 

Moral formation is a process that takes shape over time. 
• Life in the gospel is a process of being transformed into deeper relationship with 

God in Christ, and with one another (v. 6).  
• So, Paul confidently assures the Philippians, that the good work God began 

“among” them will, over time, be brought to completion before the day of final 
judgement arrives (v. 6):
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✴Notice that what will be “completed” is the common life of the community, 
signified by his phrase “among you,” rather than the life of specific individuals.  

✴Notice also that the common life of the community takes shape and matures 
over time, not in an instant, and, as we saw above, this maturation may include 
struggling and suffering on behalf of Christ.

• Paul offers encouragement that God will not abandon them, despite their current 
experiences of suffering and opposition from outside the community. 

The exercise of practical moral reasoning lies at the heart of this letter. 
• In v. 7 Paul introduces the important Greek verb phroneō, commonly used in 

antiquity in discussions about the moral life, and crucial to the argument in 
Philippians;

• Paul uses the verb ten times in the letter, often at critical places.1 
• The verb connotes the exercise of practical moral reasoning or judgment; 
• In the NRSV, the verb is variously translated in this letter as “to think” (1:7); to “be 

of the same mind” and “one mind” (2:2); “[L]et the same mind be in you” (2:5); “be 
of the same mind” and “think” (3:15); “be of the same mind” (4:2); and “concern 
for me” (4:10, 2 times).  

• Paul uses phroneō throughout this letter to bind the Philippians to a pattern of 
thinking, feeling, and acting that reflects the moral pattern of Jesus Christ himself;2  

• The context of thanksgiving and prayer (vv. 3, 9) sets the stage for Paul to express 
confidently his moral assessment of the “good work” that God has begun among 
the Philippians, and that over time this good work will be brought to completion 
by God.3

• In v. 7 Paul confirms the maturity of the Philippians’ moral reasoning, encouraging 
them to remain steadfast in that moral reasoning in the face of opposition.  

Paul longs for the Philippians with the “compassion” of Christ (v. 8). 
• Paul not only holds the Philippians in his heart (v. 7), he longs for them with the 

compassion [splanchna] of Christ.  
• As we will explore further in Session Four, splanchna reflects in the ancient world 

the inner sense of feelings towards someone else, especially of mercy and affection.
• In this letter, it will be Christ’s splanchna which establishes the model for how Paul 

feels toward the Philippians and how he expects them to feel toward one another. 
For more on this, see the discussion of Philippians 2:1 in Session Four. 

3

1 Fowl, 28. In addition to 1:7, see also 2:2 [2 times]; 2:5; 3:15 [2 times]; 3:19; 4:2; 4:10 [2 times]. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Fowl, 29. 



Paul’s prayer for the Philippians in 1:9-11 anticipates his presentation of a practical, 
Christ-like moral reasoning throughout the rest of the letter. There are three 
interrelated aspects of the prayer we will examine here in detail: 

(1) overflowing love leads to full knowledge and moral understanding; 
(2) as followers of Jesus prove through testing the things that are most valuable in 

their common life; and 
(3) disciples are sincere and blameless in the eyes of God when they are filled with 

the fruit of righteousness. 

Christ-like love is a practice, not an emotion, a habit formed over time.
• Spiritual formation takes place over time through acts of love that benefit others, and 

by taking note of the abundant life that results. 
• Later, in 2:2, Paul makes it clear that the Philippians are to practice the “same love”  

modeled by the thinking, feeling, and acting of Jesus Christ himself.  

Christ-like love overflows into full knowledge and moral understanding.  
• Paul’s use of the verb perisseuō (translated as “overflow” in v. 9) suggests an 

abundant life in the community, increasing over time more and more as the 
practice of Christ-like love becomes habitual among the members of the church. 

• The fruit produced by this habitual practice of love is two-fold: “full knowledge” 
and “moral understanding.”

• Paul regularly uses the Greek word epignōsis, translated as “full knowledge,” to 
suggest a kind of knowledge based on personal experience: here, the experience of 
abundant life in the community generated through many acts of Christ-like love. 

• The Greek word aisthēsis, translated as “moral understanding,” is often 
characterized as “discernment” - a moral and spiritual perception that emanates 
from one’s active practice.4 

• In other words, the regular practice of Christ-like love informs our moral 
judgments and actions, leading to a kind of moral wisdom that further informs 
daily life.5 

• Or, as scholars Bonnie Thurston and Judith Ryan suggest: “Paul prays for 
knowledge that will allow practical action.”6

4

4 Bonnie B. Thurston and Judith M. Ryan, Philippians & Philemon, Collegeville MN: Liturgical Press [Sacra 
Pagina Series], 53. 

5 See Fowl, 33. 

6 Thurston and Ryan, 55. 



Christians “prove through testing” which actions are “most valuable” because they 
reflect the things of God enhancing life in the community. 

• The Greek word dokimazō Paul uses in v. 10 literally means to prove something by 
testing it out in practice.

• Through a process of reflecting together on their experiences brought about by 
their practices, community members can often determine which actions are “most 
valuable” because they reflect the will of God and lead to experiences of abundant 
life in the community.   

• This process of “proof through testing” is a crucial aspect of the exercise of 
practical moral reasoning which lies at the heart of this letter.

The “fruit” of Christ-like actions that lead to abundant life in the community 
grounds our confidence about the coming day of judgment. 

• Paul emphasizes that acting in ways that have proven to be most valuable will fill 
the congregation with the “fruit of righteousness,” those insights and perceptions 
that lead to further experiences of abundant life among members of the 
community.  

• As long as they continue to experience this abundant life, the Philippians can 
remain confident that their sincerity and blamelessness place them in good 
standing when the final day of judgment arrives.   

The following quotation from Anglican Pauline scholar Stephen Fowl 
succinctly reflects the abiding importance of Philippians 1:3-11: 

“...the spiritual formation represented by the cultivation of love, 
knowledge, prayer, and moral wisdom in [Philippians 1:3-11] ...is 
wholly directed toward preparing us for our ultimate end in Christ, 
holiness.”7

5

7 Fowl, p. 34. 



QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

Questions for an individual doing the study:
Paul confidently tells the Philippians that the good work God has begun among 
them will be brought to completion before the final day of judgment. Identify 
various aspects of the “good work” that God has begun in your life. How do you 
imagine God bringing it to completion? What is your next step in growth toward 
completion? 

While Paul probably assumes our basic creation in the image of God (Genesis 1), 
moral formation into the image of Christ is a process that takes place over time. 
Have you experienced your own growth into Christ’s image over time? If so, how? If 
not, why not? Paul also applies this conclusion to the moral formation of a 
community in Christ. Have you seen your community grow increasingly into 
Christ’s image over time? What signs of growth would you be looking for? 

Do you practice any disciplines to ensure that your patterns of thinking, feeling, and 
acting reflect the moral pattern of Jesus Christ? How do you determine what actions 
are “most valuable” because they reflect the will of God and enrich the lives of 
others? 

Questions for a church or other group doing the study together:
The Philippians partnered with Paul in the gospel. With whom does your study 
group or church partner in the gospel? In what ways does your group partner with 
others in the gospel? 

While Paul probably assumes our basic creation in the image of God (Genesis 1), 
moral formation into the image of Christ is a process that takes place over time. Paul 
also applies this conclusion to the moral formation of a community in Christ. Have 
you seen your study group grow increasingly into Christ’s image over time? What 
signs of growth would you be looking for? 

Paul confidently tells the Philippians that the good work God has begun among 
them will be brought to completion before the final day of judgment. Identify 
various aspects of the “good work” that God has begun in your study group. How 
do you imagine God bringing it to completion? What is your group’s next step in 
growth toward completion? 
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In what specific ways does your study group or your congregation become a partner 
in the gospel? In what ways does your congregation become a partner in grace 
(understood as experiences of God’s life-giving power)? Be specific in your 
responses. 

In what new ways could your study group or church emphasize and promote the 
importance of moral formation in your community? 

Does your study group or congregation have a discipline for reflecting together to 
determine what actions are proving to be most valuable in your common life 
together? If so, explain that discipline or process. If not, why not? How might your 
study group or church emphasize and promote the exercise of practical moral 
reasoning in your group’s decision-making? 

According to Paul, moral formation into the image of Christ is a process that takes 
place over time. Have you seen a steady growth in moral formation within your 
study group or church? What factors help or hinder this growth? 

Does your study group practice any particular disciplines to ensure that your 
group’s patterns of thinking, feeling, and acting reflect the moral pattern of Jesus 
Christ? For instance, do you have norms about how you will interact when you are 
together, or practices of pastoral care for one another? 

Questions for a Vestry or Gathering of Church Leaders:
The Philippians partnered with Paul in the gospel. With whom does your vestry or 
leadership group partner in the gospel? Your congregation? 

How do members of your vestry, or your congregation, come to know the ways of 
Christ, as a basis for their own moral formation? Are there specific places or times 
when members of your parish gather to reflect together on their lives, to determine 
what kind of actions are are most valuable in their common life? 
 
Identify various aspects of the “good work” that God has begun in your vestry or 
leadership group. Do you have a sense for how God is moving you toward 
completion? What might be God’s next step for you? 

According to Paul, moral formation into the image of Christ is a process that takes 
place over time. Look back over your time on the vestry or other leadership group. 
Does your group see growth in your formation into the image of Christ? If so, how?
If not, why not? 
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Does your vestry or leadership group practice any particular disciplines to ensure 
that your group’s patterns of thinking, feeling, and acting reflect the moral pattern of 
Jesus Christ? How do you determine what actions are “most valuable” because they 
reflect the will of God and enrich the lives of others in your group? 
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SESSION THREE
Living is Christ (Philippians 1:12-30)

These eighteen verses, written by Paul from prison, are among the most poignant in the 
New Testament. In them, Paul reflects upon his possible death, the rivalry of some 
fellow Christians, and the day-to-day hardship of prison and his dependence on the 
kindness of others.

Imprisonment in the Ancient World
In our time and place, imprisonment is a punishment unto itself, and some people are 
sentenced to imprisonment for years on end, even life-long terms. In the Roman system, 
imprisonment was used only to hold a person who had been accused until the person 
was tried and sentenced. Paul appears to be contemplating the possibility that he will 
be sentenced to death when he comes to trial (1:22-24). It was also customary in Paul’s 
day for prisoners to rely upon friends to feed them and bring them other necessary 
things during their imprisonment. The church at Philippi has sent Epaphroditus to take 
on this role of providing for Paul’s needs during his incarceration, perhaps in Ephesus1 
(2:25-30, 4:18). In fact, Epaphroditus risked his life to care unstintingly for Paul. The 
stark fact of Paul’s imprisonment for the Gospel is an indication to us of the strongly 
counter-cultural nature of the earliest churches and the courage of their members to 
model the love of God in their social context, come what may.

This section of the letter will offer a profound reflection upon the meaning of 
suffering and opposition, both for Paul and for the Christians in Philippi.

Philippians 1:12-18a
In verse 12, it is clear that the Philippians already have some knowledge of what has 
happened to Paul recently, perhaps through Epaphroditus. And so Paul can begin by 
saying simply, “I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that what has happened to me 
has actually helped to spread the gospel....”

1 Other guesses are Caesarea, Corinth, and Rome, though there is currently a slight scholarly preference 
for Ephesus.



• From this moment on, Paul does not bemoan his imprisonment, but rather sets it in 
the widest possible framework of meaning.

• One could imagine that Christians who saw Paul’s suffering might lose heart, but 
Paul says that quite the opposite is happening.

• The way Paul is living his witness to Christ even while in prison is inspiring the 
courage of other Christians in the city where he is incarcerated.

• While he does not use the word martyr here, Paul’s situation demonstrates the 
importance of martyrdom for early Christianity. The word means literally ‘witness’ 
or ‘testimony,’ and comes from the courtroom setting. It does not necessarily imply 
the death of the witness.  Paul’s endurance is a testimony to the ways in which the 
risen Lord strengthens and encourages him with fullness of life even in the midst 
of suffering.

In verses 15-18a, we see that not all of Paul’s suffering is being caused by the Roman 
authorities.

• As we read in the previous section, the Praetorian Guard actually shows evidence 
of being impressed with Paul’s witness.

• But apparently there are at least two different factions of Christians in this city. One 
group supports Paul, and proclaims a Gospel consistent with his. The other group 
actually seems to have found a way to proclaim the Gospel that does harm to Paul.

• Paul demonstrates the value of equanimity in the face of opposition that he will 
speak of later in the letter (Phil 4:12-13).

• Equanimity is a core practice of the Stoics, and this is one of the places where you 
can see the impress of the philosophy of Stoicism on Paul.

• In this section, we also see Paul modeling a way of being that he recommends to 
others (see esp. 1 Corinthians 4:3-5): he does not presume to judge his rivals, but 
rather leaves the judgment to God, while he himself uses the opposition only to 
strengthen his faithfulness. 

Philippians 1:18b-26
The use of the word ‘rejoice’ two times in succession in the midst of a discussion of 
suffering is deeply characteristic of this letter. You will see it again in chapter 4, and 
will hear echoes of this disposition again and again.

The statement, “for I know that through your prayers and the help of the Spirit of 
Jesus Christ this will turn out for my deliverance (v.19)” expresses the deep logic of 
this letter, and Paul’s confidence that, in God, suffering can usher in rejoicing.

• Verse 20 highlights the importance of how any Christian manifests Christ “in the 
body.” In our every act, our every gesture, we reveal Christ as we know him.

• Some people say it this way, “Your life is your interpretation of the Gospel.”
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• Because of his situation - his imprisonment may lead to a death sentence - Paul 
sees his portrayal of Christ in the starkest terms: “whether by life or by death.”

• Paul has disciplined his reactions, so that he does not put all of his energy on a 
desired outcome, but rather finds out how he can “exalt Christ” in either the 
manner of his living or the manner of his dying.

• Read verses 21-26 very carefully, noting the values that ground Paul’s argument. 
He is not just freely reflecting on his situation, but is hoping to give the Philippians 
a model for how to reflect faithfully on the meaning of life and death.

• Paul expresses his personal desire to be “with Christ” in death, but “to remain in 
the flesh is more necessary for you.” This pattern of giving up a personal 
preference for the greater need of someone else will be repeated again and again in 
this letter. The centerpiece for this reflection is the so-called Christ Hymn of 2:6-11.

Philippians 1:27-30
Verses 27-28a are a kind of summation of the appeals that Paul will make in Philippians. 
What follows is a more literal translation that makes the language of citizenship more 
plain than the usual English translation.  The Greek verb here is politeuomai, which 
means ‘behave as a citizen.’ You will remember from the introduction that citizenship 
was an important issue in Philippi, and citizenship will arise again as a topic in 3:20.

Only, conduct your citizenship in a manner worthy of the Gospel of Christ,
so that, whether I come and see you or am absent and hear about you,

I will know that you are standing firm in one spirit, with one soul,
striving together with one mind for the faith of the gospel,

and are in no way intimidated by your opponents (1:27-28a).

In these verses, it becomes clear that Paul is not the only one facing serious 
opposition.
• In some ways, his individual struggle is easier than the task that is before the 

Philippians. Paul’s personal challenge is to be inwardly strong enough, and 
centered in Christ enough, to endure opposition faithfully.
•As a community, the Philippians have the additional necessity of keeping 

themselves unified in their understanding of what it means to live Christ, so 
that they are not vulnerable to fragmentation from within. In her commentary on 
Philippians, Bonnie Thurston has noted that the verb translated “to stand firm” 
comes from a military context, where it “suggests a soldier who does not leave his 
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post.”2 The word that is translated “striving together” is actually a compound 
word that Paul has created, which might be more accurately translated co-striving. 
We will continue to point out to you the numerous times in this letter where Paul 
adds the prefix syn- to a word, to stress the community’s cohesion. “Striving” here 
refers to the kind of all-out effort that an athlete would expend in a competition.
•We will continue to learn more about the “one mind,” “one spirit, one soul,” that 

Paul is encouraging the community to develop. For the moment, it is probably 
important simply to flag the fact that the one mind is not a reference to being 
united in agreement with Paul, but rather a reference to the community’s 
development of the mind of Christ. “One spirit” and “one soul” are evocative of 
the spiritual union of the community in Christ, and all the ways Christ inspires 
their way of life, from the inside out.  

Verses 28-30 broach the difficult subject of how to recognize faithful from unfaithful 
behavior.

• Ironically, willingness of the faithful to suffer for their faith is the guarantee of their 
faithfulness, evidence of their salvation.

• On the other hand, the tactics of intimidation being used by the community’s 
opponents is evidence of their “destruction,” meaning that their way of living will 
not result in fullness of life, even for themselves. 

• Finally, Paul equates the suffering of the Philippians to his own, drawing himself 
and the Philippians together in a common experience, even though they are 
divided by many miles: “since you are having the same struggle that you saw I 
had and now hear that I still have.”

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

Questions for an individual doing the study:
Paul tells the Philippians that the witness of his suffering has actually inspired some 
people in the vicinity of the prison to become more deeply grounded in their faith. 
Can you tell a story about how someone else’s faithful courage and endurance have 
inspired you?

But Paul also speaks of people who use their faith to do harm to others. This can be a 
dark side of religion. Have you experienced this, or even caught yourself at some 
point using your religious beliefs to hurt someone else? Note that Paul does not 
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oppose their behavior openly, but simply puts even more effort into his own witness 
of loving kindness and tolerance. What virtues would a person need to develop in 
order to do that? How can we always be sure that we proclaim the Gospel out of 
love and a desire to build others up? 

Paul has the forbearance not to be sucked in by others’ meanness, but to concentrate 
on finding the most good in a situation, while leaving the judgment to God. Of 
course, God’s judgment does not usually happen immediately. Where do you think 
Paul finds the strength to continue acting nobly? What kinds of things might he be 
reminding himself of, in order to be patient and long-suffering?

The Letter to the Philippians constantly weaves together rejoicing and suffering. 
What personal qualities are required to be able to rejoice in the midst of suffering? 
Can you tell about a time when you needed to develop this ability? Why is it 
particularly a Christian virtue to be able to rejoice in the midst of suffering?

Paul speaks of manifesting Christ in the body, whether by our living or by our 
dying. How do Christians manifest Christ by their living? What would that look 
like? How do Christians manifest Christ by their manner of dying? Can you tell a 
story about someone who died in such a faithful way?

 How does a person develop the discipline to separate himself or herself from 
worrying over a desired outcome? Where does Paul put his attention?

In the last verses of this session, Paul talks about discerning salvific from destructive 
patterns of behavior. He basically teaches the Philippians not to fret over those who 
are being destructive, because their actions will take themselves down into 
destruction as well. He counsels the Philippians simply to stay in God’s creative and 
life-giving patterns of behavior, which may, ironically, result in experiences of 
suffering. Is there anyone in your circle of friends and family who is stuck in 
destructive patterns? How do you think Paul would counsel you regarding how to 
act toward this person? As we will see in a subsequent session, Paul is not 
counseling Christians to be doormats, but to realize the power that resides in Christ-
like behavior, rather than trusting in violent opposition to evil.

Questions for a church or other group doing the study together:
The questions for an individual will apply equally well for a small group doing this 
study. You might want to add to your discussion some consideration of how to 
encourage one another and how to hold one another accountable for developing the 
deep virtues that Paul is speaking of: the ability to respond with love to harshness; 
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patience in suffering while those who are intimidating you appear to be thriving; a 
wide-angle view of events, so that you have the strength to hold onto your vision of 
Christ in the midst of daily struggles; clarity about destructive behavior, along with 
the willingness to forego judgment and to find a Christ-like response in all 
circumstances.

Questions for a Vestry or Gathering of Church Leaders:
As became clear in the teaching above, Paul realizes that the Philippian community 
must learn how to work as one, empowered by Christ, in order to survive their 
ordeal. As the letter progresses, Paul will teach them what the “one mind” of Christ 
looks like.

For the moment, you might think about all of the ways in which you teach the 
people of your congregation what the mind of Christ is like. Besides explicit adult 
formation classes, how do people learn to model Christ in their thinking and acting? 

Go around the circle of your group and name the biggest challenges you faced as a 
community last year, in terms of modeling Christ-like actions. What is the role of the 
vestry and other leadership groups to model a Christ-like approach to issues and 
people? Use a couple of the named examples, and work through a Christ-like 
response. How does the Christ-like response compare to a response grounded in the 
word’s wisdom (sometimes they will be the same, and at other times they will be 
very different)?
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SESSION FOUR
The Mind of Christ (Philippians 2:1-30)

The second chapter of Philippians is the true heart of the letter. Here, Paul makes use of 
what may have been an early hymn, known already to the community, to ground the 
practice of their faith in the pattern of their risen Lord Jesus. This session will begun 
with a brief introduction to the meaning of resurrection in the first century, and will 
then dive into the beautiful complexities of Philippians 2.

Resurrection in Hellenistic Judaism
Jews in our own day hold a variety of beliefs concerning death and the possibility of 
resurrection. For much of Jewish history, as in many other Mediterranean cultures, 
people were concerned mainly about living this life as well as possible, and they did not 
dwell on the question of an afterlife or resurrection. But in the second century BCE, 
conditions in Judea under the rule of the Seleucids created the conditions for 
speculation about God’s justice beyond the life that we know.

• During the reign of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, Jewish reluctance to adopt Greek 
culture and the worship of Greek gods resulted in increasing persecution, until it 
became a crime to practice much of Judaism at all.

• 2 Maccabees (a book known to early Christians and included in the Christian 
Apocrypha) contains the story of seven Jewish brothers and their mother who 
willingly undergo the most severe torture and death rather than renounce the 
practice of their faith (2 Maccabees 7). But if they are killed for their faith, and their 
killers go free, mocking them all the way, is God not a God of justice?

• One of the brothers says to his torturer as he is dying, “You accursed wretch, you 
dismiss us from this present life, but the King of the universe will raise us up to an 
everlasting renewal of life, because we have died for his laws” (2 Macc 7:9).

• The understanding expressed in this text is that God, who created everything that 
is, will “give life and breath back again” (7:23) to those who die on account of their 
deep faith.

• Resurrection is God’s vindication of the faithful, the way that God’s justice 
restores balance in an unjust situation.

• The joyful Easter shout that the tomb is empty and “Jesus is risen!” attains its 
force from just this understanding: that Jesus has been vindicated by God, 
raised to life again. Very soon that proclamation included the belief that Jesus 



was not only raised, but exalted to the right hand of God, where he continues to 
empower those who walk in his ways.

• The Christ Hymn of Philippians 2:5-11 depends for its force on this 
understanding of resurrection, so it is important to lay this groundwork for your 
understanding.

One Mind, One Love (Philippians 2:1-5)
In the last session, we spoke of the importance for the Philippians of strengthening 
their community from the inside, so that they would be able to endure opposition 
and possibly persecution from without. In the opening verses of Chapter 2, Paul 
speaks of what it will take for the community to develop this unity. There are several 
very interesting Greek words used in this section.

• One is the word koinōnia, or partnership (2:1, probably translated in your Bible as 
“sharing” in the Spirit). Koinōnia is a term from the business world, used five times 
in various forms in this short letter. The root of it means “common,” such as the 
common things that people touch and share. In business, it refers to partnerships 
in which each partner is completely dependent upon the faithfulness of the other, 
and each is willing to take up the slack for the other when necessary, for the good 
of the whole. Here, Paul says if the Philippians are “partners in the Spirit,” 
assuming, of course, that they are partners in the Spirit.

• A second interesting word, again in the first verse, follows shortly after koinōnia. It 
is splanchna, translated as “compassion.” Splanchna refers to a person’s guts, as in 
gut-wrenching compassion. Paul expects that members of a Christian community 
will have this kind of visceral compassion for one another.

• In verse 2, the phrase “being in full accord” is actually, in Greek, sym-psychoi,  or 
co-souls, people so united one to another that they are joined soul to soul.

In verse 4, we have one of the clearest statements of what stands at the core of Paul’s 
moral reasoning, the shift from asking what is permissible for me, to asking how my 
actions will affect those around me: “Let each of you look not to your own interests, 
but to the interests of others.”

• Paul is not recommending that everyone in Christian community be co-
dependent with one another, but that care for one another entails shifting the 
center of moral discernment from concern for one’s own rights to the needs and 
desires of the most vulnerable members of the community.

• Interestingly, Paul does not ground this moral teaching in the teachings of 
Jesus, though one easily could. He grounds it in his understanding of the 
crucifixion and resurrection, as we will soon see.
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In all of 2:1-5, Paul repeatedly counsels the Philippians to be “of the same mind,” “of 
one mind,” “having the same love.” But what mind, what love, is he encouraging the 
community to bear for one another?

• We finally begin to find out in verse 5: “Let the same mind be in you that was in 
Christ Jesus.”

• You might say that he tells them to be “Christ-minded.”
• And this command of Paul’s then leads us into the center of the letter to the 

Philippians, the Christ Hymn.

The Christ Hymn (Philippians 2:6-11)
Read the Christ Hymn aloud to yourself or in your study group. Your Bible most 
likely sets off these verses as poetry, and even in English translation they read like a 
poem or the text of a hymn.

• While scholars argue regularly about the origins of Philippians 2:6-11, there are 
good reasons to read it as a pre-existing hymn, quite possibly well known to the 
Philippians beforehand.

• Using a familiar and powerful text would conceivably have even more persuasive 
power than a newly-written poem. Let’s look first at the overall shape of the hymn, 
and then consider some of the details.

The hymn, which recounts the basic movement of the life of Christ Jesus, falls into 
roughly two parts, verses 6-8 and 9-11.

• The journey of the first half is from God’s dwelling to earth, in fact to the very 
lowest place on earth, death on a cross.

• The journey of the second half is from the lowest place to the highest place, even 
above the heavens, where every creature bows in acknowledgment of Jesus’ 
lordship.

• The division of the two parts also concerns who is the active party. The first part of 
the hymn is dominated by the choices of Christ Jesus, both what he did not do (2:6) 
and what he did do (2:2:7-8). The second half of the hymn concerns what God 
chooses to do in response to Jesus’ choices and actions: “Therefore God...” (2:9).

Let’s now consider the hymn verse by verse.
2:6 The first stanza of the hymn describes the state of “Messiah Jesus” before his 
earthly life. Much ink has been spilt over trying to understand exactly what the 
hymn is proposing about Jesus and/or his Messiahship, but the main purpose of 
the verse is clear: that he chose not to grasp after something that could rightfully 
have been his. The word in Greek that is often translated “exploited” means to 
grasp or clutch after something in a violent kind of way. So part of being Christ-
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minded is restraint from grasping after power and status. Before we learn what 
to say “yes” to, we learn what to say “no” to.

2:7 What Jesus says “yes” to is self-emptying. The Greek word for emptying, 
kenosis, has become an important term in both Christian spirituality of prayer 
and in Christian moral disciplines. Centering Prayer (silent opening to God) is a 
way to practice spiritual kenosis, with the hope that the moral practice of emptying 
oneself for the good of others will follow. Christ Jesus relinquishing a God-like 
existence in order to take on the slavery that is human life (remember how Paul 
introduces himself in 1:1).

2:8 This last verse in the first part of the hymn spirals ever downward, powered 
by Jesus’ humility and obedience to God. The last word is “cross,” the lowest 
possible place of suffering, pain, shame, degradation. All that Jesus said “no” to 
and “yes” to ends here.

2:9 But now, in the place where Jesus is completely disempowered and  can do 
nothing more, God becomes the actor in the drama, just as in the stories of the 
Maccabean martyrs that we began with in this session. God responds to Jesus’ 
humility and obedience, and therefore exalts him to the highest place. 
Resurrection is God’s response to human faithfulness in the face of persecution. 
It is important to see the logic of this movement. Many Christians exaggerate the 
Reformation insistence upon grace, by saying that human beings can do nothing, 
only what God does matters. In the Christ Hymn, what Jesus does as a human 
being is the pivot upon which all the action turns. Jesus’ moral choices--not to 
grasp after power and status, but to empty and humble himself, and to live in 
complete obedience to God, no matter what--is the essential precursor for his 
exaltation. This moral pattern is like the warp strings of a loom, into which every 
thread of the text of Philippians is woven.

2:10 In the Ancient Near East, a person’s name was understood to sum up the 
person’s character and nature. When all creatures bow to the name of Jesus, it is 
not to these letters or sounds that they are bowing, but to his whole character 
and nature, as the most worthy pattern of life.

2:11 The order of the words in this stanza is slightly different in Greek than in 
English, with a slight change in emphasis. The Greek reads: “...and every tongue 
should confess that the Lord is Jesus Christ....” To my ears, the Greek word order 
underscores the fact that in the Roman world the Emperor and other people in 
power might be referred to as “Lord.” But for Christian believers there is only 
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one Lord: Jesus Christ. By confessing him as the Lord of their lives, they are 
orienting themselves to Christ-mindedness in every moment. The image here is 
not so much of worship (though that is here, too), but of subjecting oneself to the 
Lordship of Jesus and therefore to his patterns of humility and obedience to God.

Work Out Your Own Salvation (Philippians 2:12-13)
You should not be surprised at this point to hear Paul make the connection between 
the Philippians and the Christ Hymn: “Therefore, my beloved,...work out your own 
salvation....”

• In other words, “You have seen the pattern of Christ’s life; now work out the 
parallel pattern of living that will be saving for you.”

• Paul is speaking to the whole community and their life together: “Y’all work out 
your own salvation.”

• It is especially important to know that the word “me” is often added in verse 12, so 
that Paul seems to be telling the Philippians to obey him (Paul). But the word “me” 
is not in the Greek text. Remember that the pattern Paul is recommending is that of 
Christ Jesus, who obeyed God. The Philippians have been obeying God when Paul 
was there. Now he counsels them to continue their courageous obedience of God 
even when Paul is not there to observe them.

• “Fear and trembling” is a traditional Jewish way to speak of coming before God 
with awe and respect.

• Verse 13 is a beautiful summation of how human faithfulness is entwined with the 
work of God. Believers can trust that when they submit themselves to God in 
humility, God will empower them from within to live into all goodness. Paul 
presents a balanced view of the economy of grace: God responds to human 
faithfulness, and God is in that faithfulness all along.

NOTE: There is a very important warning that must go with the moral application of 
the Christ Hymn.

• Remember that in the beginning Christ Jesus was the one who had the right to all 
power and status. He then relinquishes his power and status to take the place of a 
slave.

• The moral application of the Christ Hymn in human life always needs to begin 
with an analysis of who, in a given situation, is the one with the greatest power 
and status. It is THIS person who has the call to give up power and status to serve 
the weakest or most vulnerable person, in the pattern of Christ.

• It is NOT for the weaker person or the person of lower status to empty himself or 
herself for the benefit of a person with more power or status.
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• Misapplication of the Christ Hymn results in chaos and destruction. Too often over 
the course of history, obedience and humility have been served up as values for 
people at the bottom of society, while those with power have been encouraged to 
grasp for more.

Like Stars in the World (Philippians 2:14-18)
In verses 14-18, Paul sets the inner life of the Philippian church in the greater context 
of the world around them.

• When they are able to control their backbiting and arguing, their Christ-
mindedness shines in the city of Philippi like a constellation of stars against the 
night sky.

• There is another poignant reminder in verse 16 of Paul’s possible sentence to 
death. He is imagining that when he dies and is called to account for his life to 
God, he will point to the ways in which he has taught the pattern of Christ’s life to 
the Philippians as representing the value of his life and work.

• Continuing with the somber image of his death, Paul compares his relationship 
with the Philippians to the relationship between a grain sacrifice in the Temple and 
the libation of oil or wine poured over it. In other words, a grain offering to God 
(the faithfulness of the Philippians) is the main sacrifice. A libation (Paul’s death) is 
poured over the substance of the sacrifice. Together, they make a suitable thank 
offering to God.

• The mood of a thank offering is joy, even if the sacrifice is costly. And so verses 17 
and 18 end in joy and in a call to rejoicing in the midst of sacrifice.

• I hope that you have been able to get a sense of the range of emotions that surface 
in this chapter, from pathos to exaltation, from loss to salvation, from sorrow to 
rejoicing.

The Examples of Timothy & Epaphroditus (Philippians 2:19-30)
The best way to learn the logic of the final eleven verses is to compare the 
descriptions of Timothy and Epaphroditus to the moral pattern put forward in the 
Christ Hymn.

• How does Timothy model the pattern that Paul is urging in 2:1-5, as well as in the 
hymn?

• What do Timothy and Epaphroditus say “no” to?
• What do they say “yes” to?
• How does Epaphroditus serve as a human-scale example of the pattern of Christ in 

the hymn?
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION
This has been a long teaching, so the questions for reflection are fewer in this session, 
and are all focused on imagining the Christ Hymn lived out.

Questions for an individual doing the study:
Think over the people who have been most important in your life. Has there been 
someone who has “emptied out” himself or herself on your behalf? What was the 
result in your life? What aspects of their actions toward you might you want to 
emulate in your treatment of others?

Is there a situation in your life now, in which you are feeling called to empty 
yourself for the well-being of someone who has less power, status, or authority than 
you have?

Over the next few days, keep track of all the times, large and small, that you observe 
one person giving up something on behalf of another. Give thanks for them in your 
prayers.

Questions for a church or other group doing the study together:
The questions for an individual will apply equally well for a small group doing this 
study. You might want to add to your discussion some consideration of how to 
apply the Christ Hymn to both small and large issues, or to both the individual call 
to empty oneself and the call for a whole community or company or class or nation  
of people to empty themselves for the well-being of others. Is there an action that 
your small group might want to take on together, to benefit someone else?

Questions for a Vestry or Gathering of Church Leaders:
The Christ Hymn can be a very important tool for understanding how to exercise 
leadership in a Christian community. Draw a picture of the leadership of your 
parish, putting those with the most power, status, and authority at the bottom, 
where it is clear that they are the servants, upholding the rest of the parish. Who, 
then, would be at the top, needing the most support and encouragement? How does 
this diagram change or amplify your understanding of leadership?
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SESSION FIVE
Our Citizenship is in Heaven (Philippians 3:2-21) 

We have highlighted throughout this study that the members of Paul’s church in 
Philippi were experiencing persecution and suffering (see Philippians 1:29). We 
suggested in the introductory Session One that the most likely cause of this persecution 
was the widespread perception that Paul’s gospel was anti-Roman and that the 
members of his church were not loyal residents of this important Roman colony. Why? 
Because they were refusing to do their civic duty, which included worshiping the 
emperor and other Roman gods. 

As a result, Paul makes the duties and responsibilities of “citizenship” a central focus in 
his letter. In this Session Five, we will explore in more depth the likely reasons for the 
Philippians’ persecution and suffering, and look closely at Paul’s response. We will see 
how Paul views our “citizenship in heaven” (3:20) and contrasts some of our heavenly 
civic responsibilities with the conduct of life as a citizen of Rome. 

Paul’s Autobiography: Its Warning and Its Encouragement (3:2-11)

In 3:2-7a Paul provides us with his own reflections on his past life. Be sure to review 
these verses in your NRSV Bible before looking over the following comments. Then 
Paul offers us important insights into what we might call his personal “mission 
statement” in 3:8b-11. We provide our own translation of the Greek in that section to 
highlight some important themes. 

Paul warns against Jewish followers of Jesus urging Law observance.  
• As we know from the letter to the Galatians, Paul had rivals. 

✴Other teachers/missionaries, faithful Jews following Messiah Jesus, who came 
into Paul’s Gentile churches after he’d founded the church and moved on; 

✴These Jewish-Christians would try to convince Paul’s churches that the real 
gospel required Gentiles to follow the Jewish Law, including male circumcision. 

• In 3:2 Paul clearly warns the Philippians to beware of these outsiders who insist 
that Gentiles must follow the patterns of the Jewish Law, including circumcision 
(which was often called a “mutilation of the flesh” in the Greco-Roman world). 



• Paul says in 3:3 that Gentile followers of Jesus are already part of God’s covenant 
people by means of a different circumcision (compare Romans 2:28-29: 
circumcision of the heart) and because they worship in the Spirit of God.  

Some Philippians may have been tempted to follow the Jewish Law for practical 
reasons: to avoid suffering and persecution.  

• Jews were excused from participating in the Roman imperial cult, which included 
worship of the emperor. 

• This worship of the emperor was considered a civic duty for all residents of the 
Roman colony of Philippi (except Jews) whether they were citizens of Rome or not. 

• A refusal to worship the emperor by members of Paul’s Gentile church may have 
been the principal cause of their persecution and suffering. 

• Thus, the legal exemption for Jews from worshiping in the imperial cult would 
make becoming a full-fledged, Law-observant Jew an attractive option.  

Paul’s own experience exemplifies the cross and self-giving of Christ.  
• In 2:1-13 Paul set out the obedient pattern of Christ, who emptied himself of status 

and power to serve others, which led to his suffering, death, and resurrection. 
• In 2:14-30 Paul offered Timothy, Epaphroditus, and himself as three living 

examples of Christ and Christ’s cross-shaped obedience and suffering for the sake 
of others.

• In 3:2-11, Paul sets out again the example of his own life as a Christ-shaped model.  
• Paul recalls how he gladly emptied himself of all his worldly status and power as a 

faithful, even zealous Jewish Pharisee, once he came to know Jesus Christ.  
• Based on knowing Christ he looks back on all that was good in his life (including 

his blamelessness in how he lived by Jewish Law) and considers it all of lesser value.
• Paul may be offering his own experience as encouragement by:

✴subtly suggesting to Roman citizens in the church that they, too, like Christ, 
Paul, Timothy and Epaphroditus, must give up their status and power (in the 
case of some Philippians, the status and power associated with Roman 
citizenship) in order to serve Christ and the gospel; and/or 

✴subtly suggesting to those in the congregation who are tempted to take on the 
Jewish Law that they must resist that temptation to take on something that Paul 
has found to be far inferior to the experience of knowing Christ and the power 
of his resurrection; and/or 

✴telling them that knowing Christ and the power of God is far superior to any 
advantages of citizenship, whether of Rome or Israel.  
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Paul outlines his personal “mission statement” in 3:8b-11.

8b For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order 
that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that 
comes from the Law, but one that comes through the faith of Christ, the righteousness from 
God based on faith. 10 I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the 
partnership of his sufferings by conforming myself to his death, 11 if somehow I may attain 
the resurrection from the dead. 
 
• In v. 8b Paul seeks to “gain Christ and be found in him,” a desire to maintain that 

intimate relationship beginning when Christ was first revealed “in” Paul.
• To “be found in him” reflects Paul’s new home, a new place of residence in Christ. 
• Paul empties himself of his former “righteousness” based on the Jewish Law, in 

favor of a righteousness coming directly from God “through the faith of Christ.”
✴We see here one of seven instances in Paul’s letters where the Greek can be 

translated either as “faith in Christ” as in most modern translations, or “the 
faith of Christ,” which is found in the King James Version but has fallen out of 
favor for many Protestants. 

✴The “faith of Christ” reflects Christ’s completely faithful obedience to God, 
even to the point of death on the cross. 

✴The Greek noun dikaiosynē is translated in 3:9 three times as “righteousness,” 
but an equally good translation would be “justice;” so, the “righteousness” or 
“justice” of God was revealed when God raised from the dead the faithful and 
obedient Jesus Christ. 

✴The important issue here for faithfulness in our own daily lives is that our faith 
and faithfulness are inseparably linked to Christ’s obedient faith and 
faithfulness.

✴The translation “faith of Christ” keeps us from turning the possession of faith 
into a new form of “works righteousness” based on our own decision to have faith. 

• For Paul “to know” Christ in 3:10 refers to three things:
✴It starts with Paul “conforming” himself to Christ’s death, dying to the 

standards and norms of the world and living only by Christ’s faithful and 
obedient pattern of emptying himself of power and status and serving the 
interests of others as a slave (2:5-8).  

✴When Paul “dies” to the world’s norms and lives by Christ’s pattern of self-
giving for others, the same life-giving power of God that raised Jesus from the 
dead enriches the lives of the other people that Paul is serving. 

✴When Paul or the Philippians “die” to the world’s norms and live by the cross 
of Christ, it might also lead them into the “partnership” or sharing of Christ’s 
sufferings. 

3



How can we, too, know Christ and the power of his resurrection? 
• By acting in ways that seek the benefit of others, not ourselves (2:1-5);
• By emptying ourselves of our status and power in order to serve the interests of 

others (2:5-11); 
• By remaining obedient to God, even if our obedience leads to suffering, since the 

suffering of Christ in his obedience renders the obedient suffering of his followers 
intelligible;

• In these ways, we conform ourselves to Christ in his death, but also giving us hope 
of resurrection.

• For Paul, the power of God that raised Jesus from the dead also manifests itself in 
our lives, when we “walk in newness of life” by imitating Christ (see Romans 
6:3-4).    

The Path to Citizenship Requires Walking the Way of the Cross (3:12-21)

Philippians 3:12 Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal; but I 
press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. 13 Beloved, I do not 
consider that I have made it my own; but this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and 
straining forward to what lies ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal for the prize of the 
heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus. 15 Therefore, as many of us as are mature, let us 
exercise our practical moral reasoning with this in mind; and if any of you exercise a different 
pattern of practical moral reasoning, this too God will reveal to you. 16 Nevertheless, let us 
walk in step with what we have attained. 

17 Brothers and sisters, join together to become imitators of me, and observe those who walk 
according to the example you have in us. 18 For many walk as enemies of the cross of Christ; 
I have often told you of them, and now I tell you even with tears. 19 Their end is destruction; 
their god is the belly; and their glory is in their shame; they have exercised their practical 
moral reasoning by with earthly things in mind. 20 But our citizenship is in heaven, and it is 
from there we are expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. 21 He will transform our huthe 
body of our humiliation that it may be conformed to the body of his glory, by the power that 
also enables him to make all things subject to himself. 

Paul has not yet attained resurrection from the dead. 
• For Paul, resurrection from the dead requires an earthly death of the physical body. 
• As we hear in Romans 6:3-4, those who are buried with Christ by baptism into his 

death are not raised from the dead like Christ, but instead they “walk in newness 
of life.”
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• Elsewhere, Paul tells us that “walking in newness of life” means walking 
according to the “logic of the cross” (see, for example, 1 Corinthians 1:18; Galatians 
6:14-16).  

Paul presses on toward the goal of resurrection, “forgetting what lies behind” (v. 13). 
• As we saw in his story at Philippians 3:4-8, Paul had a lot to forget!!
• But he does not regret his past, nor is he wracked by guilt for his past, for he 

knows that it is all a part of his present call from God. 
• Similarly, he knows that “there is now no condemnation in Christ” (Romans 8:1): 

what is past is past, and all that matters is Paul’s continuing faithfulness now. 

Who are the “mature” in v. 15? They are people who practice phroneō, the specific, 
Christ-shaped moral reasoning Paul introduced in 1:7 and set out in greater detail in 
2:5-11. We know this because Paul uses the same Greek verb phroneō in 1:7 and 2:5-11, 
just as he uses it twice in 3:15. 

• Earlier, in Session Four, we used the following NRSV translation of Philippians 2:5: 
“Let the same mind be in you [Greek: phroneō] that was in Christ Jesus.”

• We suggested in Session Four that you might say that Paul tells them to be “Christ-
minded.”

• In Session Three, we discussed “being of the same mind” as Christ in 2:5 (Paul 
uses the verb phroneō there also); we can see that “being of the same mind” means 
exercising the same practical moral reasoning as exemplified by Christ, the one 
who gave up his power and status in obedience to God, becoming a slave in 
service to others (2:6-8). 

• As we also noted in Session Two, Paul uses phroneō throughout this letter to bind 
the Philippians to the exercise of a pattern of thinking, feeling, and acting that 
reflects the moral pattern of Jesus Christ himself.1  

• Here, in 3:15, Paul refers to those who exercise Christ’s practical moral reasoning 
(phroneō) as the “mature” ones, those who press on toward the goal in response to 
the heavenly call of God in Christ. 

Paul and others set examples for the way the Philippians should “walk.” 
• The imitation of Paul and, thereby, Christ, is a common motif in Paul’s letters. 
• For instance, “Be imitators of me as I am of Christ,” he says in 1 Corinthians 11:1.
• The imitation of moral teachers was a very common practice in the ancient world; 

it was the predominant way most people learned the moral life.
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•  Here, in Philippians 3:16, Paul encourages the Philippians to be imitators of him 
and others; this means imitating people who “walk” according to the cross of 
Christ.  

• To imitate Christ and Paul means exercising the practical moral reasoning of 
Christ, who emptied himself of status and power to serve others and was thereby 
obedient to God to the point of death, even death on a cross (2:6-8). 

• In Philippians 3:4-11 Paul demonstrated what walking in the way of the cross 
looks like in the context of his own life: emptying himself of all the status and 
power he built up in Judaism. 

• Now he sees all his past “success” from a different point of view. Now Paul  
considers what he formerly valued as loss, from the point of view of now knowing 
Christ and Christ’s practical moral reasoning (Greek: phronēsis) led to his death, 
but that death led to his resurrection to new life. 

• For us, living over twenty centuries later, walking by the cross means looking for 
ways to think, feel, and act with the mind and practical moral reasoning of Christ 
by analogy in the specific daily contexts of our modern lives.2

Who are these “enemies of the cross” (v. 18)? 
• They are people whose actions are determined by the exercise of a phronēsis shaped 

by self-interested concerns or behavioral standards of the dominant culture that 
work in opposition to the self-giving pattern of living revealed in Christ.  

• Or, as Stephen Fowl suggest, the enemies of the cross are “those who manifest a 
disordered, earth-bound practical moral reasoning.”3 

• These “enemies of the cross” might be those insisting that Gentiles adopt the moral 
patterns set out in the Jewish Law (see the discussion above concerning 3:2). 

• But these “enemies of the cross” might also be other residents of Philippi, who are 
persecuting the Philippians and causing them to suffer (1:29) because of the 
widespread perception that Paul’s gospel was anti-Roman. 

• A consequence of Paul’s “anti-Roman” gospel was that members of his church 
were seen as disloyal residents of this important Roman colony because they were 
not carrying out the duties and responsibilities of citizenship by worshiping the 
emperor and other Roman gods (see Session One). 

“But our citizenship is in heaven...” Paul reminds the Philippians, and us, as baptized 
Christians, that our real citizenship is not as citizens of Rome, or even the United States, 
but as citizens of the heavenly realm, the Kingdom of God. 
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Our path to citizenship in the heavenly realm includes exercising the practical moral 
reasoning used by Christ himself and walking in the way of the cross of Christ. 

• These are the actions that constitute our path to citizenship by which we press on 
toward resurrection, toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in 
Christ Jesus.

• Our path to citizenship then leads to the future, final and complete physical 
transformation of our earthly bodies of humiliation into the glorious body of the 
risen Christ himself (v. 21). 

• Paul characterizes “our earthly bodies of humiliation” in 3:21 using language that 
clearly echoes Christ’s own human act of “humbling himself” and becoming 
obedient to the point of death on a cross (2:8), actions which now ground our hope 
of being raised and transformed into new life just as Christ was raised and exalted 
by God (2:9-11).  

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

Questions for an individual doing the study:
Paul says he seeks “to gain Christ and be found in him,” a desire to maintain his 
intimate connection with Christ. What are some of the ways you maintain your 
intimate connection with Christ in your own life? 

What are some ways that you become like Christ in his death? Can you tell a story 
about a recent time when you emptied yourself of status and power in order to serve 
the interests of someone less powerful than you? Can you tell a story about a recent 
time you suffered with Christ because of your faithfulness? 

Is there an aspect of your past life or an event that you now see or understand 
differently because of your faith commitments? 

Do you have a discipline for exercising the practical moral reasoning of Christ, for 
thinking through an event in daily life with the mind of Christ? 

Are there past aspects of your life that you have been able to forget, so that you now 
press on with life and are able to move forward? What does Paul’s autobiography 
say to you? 

Identify some of the people you know who “walk” in the way of the cross (as Paul 
explains this) in their lives? In what ways do they serve as models or examples for 
you to imitate? 
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In Philippi the civic duties of worshiping the emperor and other Roman gods 
conflicted with the Christian duty to worship only God in Christ. The refusal of the 
Philippians to fulfill these Roman civic duties probably led to persecution and 
suffering. That suffering tempted them to turn back and carry out their Roman civic 
duties. What aspects of American civic duty potentially conflict with some of your 
“civic duties” as a “citizen of heaven”? Have you ever experienced persecution 
because your faith prevented you from fulfilling some of your civic duties as an 
American citizen?  

The United States is currently deeply enmeshed in debate over the controversial 
issues associated with immigration and whether there should be a path to 
citizenship for those who entered this country illegally. What might this passage 
from Philippians have to say to us as Christians who engage others in this debate? 

Questions for a church or other group doing the study together:
Identify some of the members of your study group who walk in way of the cross, as 
Paul has explained it. In what ways does this bring life to your group? 

Does your study group have a particular discipline for reasoning through an issue 
with the mind of Christ? If so, please explain that process.

Questions for a Vestry or Gathering of Church Leaders:
Identify some of the members of your leadership group who walk in way of the 
cross, as Paul has explained it. How do their actions bring God’s new life to your 
group? 

Does your leadership group have a particular discipline for reasoning through an 
issue with the mind of Christ? If so, please explain that process. 

Are there ways in which American cultural civic duties interfere with your church’s 
ability to carry out Christ’s mission in your particular setting?  
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SESSION SIX
Let Your Gentleness be Known (Philippians 4:1-9)

THIS RELATIVELY BRIEF PASSAGE of Philippians brings to the surface some of the deep 
tensions and emotions of the community: their love and loyalty as well as deep 
divisions; their joy in following Christ in the midst of persecution; their faithful tending 
to the small details of everyday life within the wide framework of God’s judgment.

Background: The Book of Life (Philippians 4:3)
God’s record-book is an idea that is found in the scriptures as far back as the book of 
Exodus, when Moses is interceding for the Israelites and offers to give up his place in 
the “book that you have written,” if God will only not destroy the people (Exodus 
32:32). Psalm 69 gives us a sense for what it meant to be enrolled in the Book of Life: 
“Let [my enemies] be blotted out of the book of the living; let them not be enrolled 
among the righteous” (69:28). God’s Book of Life takes on an apocalyptic dimension in 
Daniel 12:1, as an element in how God will sort out the righteous from the unrighteous 
“at the time of the end.”

In the political context of 1st century Philippi, the idea of God’s record book could also 
be part of Paul’s theme of citizenship in God’s commonwealth (Phil 3:20-21), as 
Hellenistic cities and the Roman Empire both kept detailed records of citizenship.  

To be in God’s Book of Life is not a matter of where you were born, or who your parents 
are. It is a matter of how you live your life, to what extent you are allowing God to work 
through you to live out the patterns of Christ’s self-giving love of others (Phil 2:12-13).

Philippians 4:1
This first verse of chapter four links it to the end of chapter three, so you might want to 
read Philippians 3:17-21 before you begin chapter 4.

• Because the Philippians know that the final goal of their faithful endurance will 
be their transformation into the glory of Christ, they can dare to stand firm in 
this hope, even through persecution.

• The word “beloved” is used twice in this one verse, near the beginning and the 
end, as though Paul wished to surround them with the encouragement of his 
care and concern.



• Paul calls the Philippian church his present “joy” and his future “crown” of 
victory when he comes before God. In their Christ-like love for one another, 
they are the living proof of the validity of Paul’s apostleship.

Philippians 4:2-3
In 4:2-3, we meet two women who are apparently very important leaders of the church 
at Philippi, who are engaged in some kind of dispute with one another. It seems that the 
Philippian church was known for its strong women’s leadership, as Acts also describes 
the community as having been founded by Lydia. Some commentators hold the opinion 
that it is these women’s disagreement that is the reason for the painful divide in the 
Philippian church.

• An important aspect of 4:2-3 that goes unnoticed in English is the use of 
compound Greek words that begin with the prefix syn. Syn means ‘with ‘ or 
‘together,’ like the prefix co- (co-worker, co-teacher, etc.). The prefix shows up 
in Syntyche’s name, as well as four more times.  Paul seems to be using this 
device to bring the divided community together.

• Paul’s first appeal to the women is to “be of the same mind in the Lord.” We 
know from Philippians 2 that the mind of Christ is a mind and heart together 
that are completely devoted to the well-being of others.

• Verse 3 gives us an important insight into the character of Paul’s work. While 
we see him as a singular person, zealous for Christ, traveling alone and 
authoring letters, his own descriptions of his work show it as a community 
effort. Euodia, Syntyche, Syzygus (perhaps a proper name, translated as 
“companion,” though it means literally “yoke-fellow”), Clement, and a host of 
other co-workers have all been involved in the cultivation of the church at 
Philippi.

• The “work of the Gospel,” as the NRSV translates it, is more than a message 
about something. The Gospel is a way of living. The Gospel is a life poured out 
for the good of others. The way Syntyche are opposing one another and 
drawing others into their dispute is preventing the Gospel from being known.

Philippians 4:4-7
While Paul counsels the Philippians to “stand firm in the Lord” in the midst of 
persecution, he does not tell them to become hard or bitter or angry. Rather, he counsels: 
“Let your gentleness be known to everyone.” How does he help them to do this?

• Throughout these verses, Paul makes it clear the the Lord Jesus is their constant 
companion, and that they are leading their lives in his presence. God and “the 
Lord” are present in every verse of 4:4-7.

2



• Paul begins with rejoicing, but this is not simple happiness. It is rejoicing in the 
Lord. In his dying and being raised, Christ has shown that the deepest rejoicing 
may come from experiences of suffering.

• In her commentary on Philippians, Bonnie Thurston1 translates the Greek word 
behind the English “gentleness” as “reasonableness in judging as well as an 
attitude that does not seek retaliation.” And she quotes Douglas Ezell as 
translating it “meeting a person halfway” (144). 

• 4:6, on prayer, is best understood not by study, but by experience. See the 
questions at the end that refer to this verse.

• Many of us recognize the last verse from one of the blessings in the Book of 
Common Prayer, where it is said after Communion, when people are about to 
exit the church and return to the stresses and strains of the world. Likewise, 
Paul uses it here to fortify the Philippians by grounding their stresses in the 
peace of God, a peace so thoroughgoing that it “rises above” our minds.

Philippians 4:8-9
The virtues listed in 4:8 are not only Christian virtues. Lists such as this were common 
in Stoic philosophical teaching, and they remind us that being a faithful Christian is also 
about simply being a good human being, a kind neighbor, a trustworthy friend and co-
worker.

• At the end of verse 8, your translation may say to “think about these things.” the 
verb used is logeō, which also means to make an account of something (like a “log” 
book). It means more than simply thinking about something and then moving on, 
so perhaps “commit yourself to these things” would grasp the meaning more 
surely. Commit yourselves to living truthfully, honorably, justly, in such a way that 
anyone would commend your actions.

• In verse 7, Paul spoke of the peace of God descending on a person who has been in 
prayer. Here he speaks of that same peace that enters a person’s life when the 
person is living well and truly.

• At several points in this letter, we have noticed Paul pointing to people as 
exemplars, and here he points very clearly to his own example of faithfulness. 
Though this counsel may seem strange to us, serving as an example seems to have 
been an important part of Paul’s understanding of his apostleship.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION
Anyone doing this study may find questions that suit them in any of the three sets 
(individual, small group, or leadership group). The questions are divided into the three 
groupings simply for ease.
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Questions for an individual doing the study:
Think over the people who have been formative for you in a good way. Imagine 
going before God with them as they come up for judgment. How would you vouch 
for them? How is their goodness revealed in you? This second question may be 
harder: Whose life have you influenced for good in such a way that you would bring 
them before God with you, as proof of your faithfulness in Christ? Who is your joy? 
Who is your crown?

Paul counsels Euodia and Syntyche each to have Christ’s care for the other. have you 
ever experienced or witnessed one of two strong people in disagreement with one 
another finding the strength to be the first to back down and offer care instead of 
opposition? Is there anyone in your life that you are feeling a call to reconcile with at 
the moment? Does Paul’s counsel to Euodia and Syntyche give you any help in 
figuring out how to go about reconciling with this person?

How does it alter your view of Paul to see him as one among a group of people, all 
carrying out the work of the Gospel together. What do you think was Paul’s role 
within this group effort? What sorts of things do you think might have fallen to 
others to do?

What have been your experiences of greatest suffering? Where was God in the midst 
of your suffering? Have you ever known the surprise of rejoicing in the midst of 
suffering? Has your understanding of your suffering changed over time?

For many people, 4:6 has been an important teaching on prayer, trustfully uniting 
petition and thanksgiving. Imagine that “the Lord is near” (because he is!). What 
would you most want to ask him today? What would you most want to give thanks 
for today?

Have you ever felt the peace of God? What words would you give to the experience, 
acknowledging that in some ways there are no words for it?
 
Look at Paul’s list of virtues in Philippians 4:8. Are there any important virtues that 
seem to you to be missing? Spend a moment or two writing your own list of the 5-7 
most important virtues or values that guide your life.

Questions for a church or other group doing the study together:
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Are there disputes in your church or community that are causing people to divide 
themselves against one another in factions? What would it look like for one person 
in the mix to begin to take on the mind of Christ?

How might your group of Christians help one another to see God and/or Christ in 
the midst of suffering?

Trusting that “the Lord is near” when you group gathers, share your supplications 
and thanksgivings. Perhaps you may want to take a few minutes of silence at the 
first, to sense the simple presence of the Lord among you. Is there a difference 
between praying alone and praying with a group like this?

Look at Paul’s list of virtues in Philippians 4:8. Are there any important virtues that 
seem to you to be missing? Spend a moment or two writing your own list of the 5-7 
most important virtues or values that guide your life. Share your lists with one 
another.

Questions for a Vestry or Gathering of Church Leaders:
It takes a great deal of trust within a community to speak openly about disputes and 
divisions, but these verses from Philippians give us a chance to air some of those 
difficult issues. Do you see some dividing lines in your church? Do these divisions 
mirror fault lines in your wider community or the culture at large? Are they related 
to particular leaders? Paul counseled Euodia and Syntyche to “be of one mind in the 
Lord.” How might having the mind of Christ be helpful in your church community? 
Do you think that people in your church know sufficiently what having the mind of 
Christ looks like? What is your role as a group of leaders in demonstrating the mind 
of Christ, teaching the mind of Christ, and encouraging the mind of Christ?

Has your congregation had periods of difficulties and trials? What did you learn 
about God in the midst of those times?

Paul says that “the Lord is near.” Sit in silence together for a minute or two to feel 
his presence. Then share your supplications and thanksgivings for your parish. 
What forces around you make it difficult to cary out your mission? What people, 
events, or experiences are you most grateful for in your life together?

What is the role of your parish’s Christian Formation in helping people develop the 
mind of Christ, or helping them to do the hard work of reconciling with one another 
(meeting another halfway)?
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Similarly, how is your parish seeking to develop the virtues of Philippians 4:8? Are 
there other virtues or values that are very important in your parish?

If you serve in the leadership of your parish, you are probably an example to others. 
Have you had to change in any way, realizing that you are an example? What do 
you need to do internally, to accept this role? 
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SESSION SEVEN
On Giving and Receiving (Philippians 4:10-20) 

In the ancient world, as in our world today, the practice of giving and receiving gifts 
was deeply intertwined with issues of status and power in relationships. In Paul’s 
world a gift-giver was socially superior to the recipient of the gift, so reciprocation of 
the gift was required to establish a parity that maintained the relative social status of 
each party.1 

For this reason, in this closing section of the letter, Paul engages the Philippians’ 
practice of giving and receiving with careful circumspection. He knows the acts of 
giving and receiving between himself and the Philippians demonstrate the nature of 
their relationship, and he does not want them to understand this practice according to 
the standards of the Greco-Roman culture. So Paul reflects on their relationship, 
applying the practical moral reasoning (Greek: phronēsis) he has associated with the 
mind of Christ throughout the letter. He and the Philippians mutually give and receive 
gifts not according to social status, but solely as an aspect of their partnership in the 
gospel of Christ. Theirs is a relationship governed by mutual cooperation, not a 
“conventional relationship of reciprocity”2 grounded in the usual social conventions of 
patronage and honor.

Paul thus ends this letter emphasizing the same theme he introduced in its opening 
verses. He and the Philippians have been partners in the gospel from day one (1:5); the 
Philippians are partners with Paul in God’s grace (1:7); they are all partners in the Spirit 
(2:1); they are partners with Paul in his suffering and the suffering of Christ (see 1:17, 29; 
3:8, 10; 4:14); and they are partners in giving and receiving (4:15). All of these aspects 
reflect the nature of their relationship, grounded solely in the person of Jesus Christ. 

Paul is Content with Whatever He Has (4:10-14) 

1 See Fowl, 190. 

2 See Fowl, 192.



Phil. 4:10 I rejoice in the Lord greatly that now at last your Christ-mindedness toward me 
has blossomed anew; indeed, you have always been Christ-minded toward me, but had no 
opportunity to show it. 11 Not that I am referring to being in need; for I have learned to be 
content with whatever I have. 12 I know what it is to humble myself, and I know what it is to 
overflow with abundance. In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being 
well-fed and of going hungry, both to overflow in abundance and to lack what I need. 13 I am 
strong in all things through the one who empowers me. 14 In any case, it was kind of you to 
parter with me in my affliction. 

Paul is grateful for the Philippians’ Christ-minded care for Paul again.  
• In 4:10 Paul uses the verb phroneō two more times. We have translated it here with 

“Christ-mindedness,” to summarize the meanings that have accrued to the word 
over the course of this letter. 
✴Paul has used this verb ten times throughout the letter, emphasizing its 

importance for shaping the practical moral reasoning of the Philippians;
✴We have translated the verb as referring to the active exercise of practical moral 

reasoning (3:19), including the practical moral reasoning exercised by Christ 
himself (a pattern of thinking, feeling, and acting that reflects the moral pattern 
of Jesus Christ, see 1:7; 3:15); and as being of the same mind as Christ, being 
Christ-minded (see 2:2, 5; 4:2);

✴“Throughout Philippians Paul has used this verb to indicate a particular 
disposition toward a Christ-focused pattern of thinking, feeling, and acting.”3

• Here, Paul uses the verb phroneō to characterize how the Philippians have 
exercised their Christ-minded reasoning, caring for Paul anew in his current 
tribulation by sending Epaphroditus to help him with another financial gift. 

• In this study we have also introduced you to the Greek noun phronēsis in this same 
word group; although Paul does not use this noun in the letter, it is still a word 
used today to describe practical moral reasoning or wisdom.  

Paul has learned to be content through the ups and downs of his life. 
• Paul is “content” or “self-sufficient” because he relies solely on a life grounded in 

the exercise of Christ-minded moral reasoning and the actions that flow out of that 
reasoning. 

• One clue to this understanding of the ground of Paul’s contentment lies in his use 
of the verb “to humble myself” in v. 12: Paul “humbles himself” just as Christ 
“humbled himself” and became obedient to God (2:8); Paul uses the same Greek 
verb in both verses. 
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• Paul is clearly talking in 4:10-14 about the ups and downs of his material well-
being; nevertheless, he is content either way - with having little and being in need 
or overflowing with abundance - because he is always seeking to magnify Christ in 
his body, no matter what the circumstances (see 1:19).4 

Here, by highlighting his “contentment” or “self-sufficiency,” Paul probably reflects 
again the influence of ancient Stoic philosophical thought. In Session Three, we 
commented on Paul’s equanimity in the face of challenges, noting its probable roots in 
Stoic philosophy. But here Paul attributes his ability to be content in all circumstances, 
good or bad, to the strength of God in Christ, the one always empowering him to 
endure all things.  

The Philippians’ financial gifts to Paul over time are aspects of how they have 
“partnered with” (Greek: syn-koinōneō) him in his affliction (4:14). No doubt, Paul also 
sees the Philippians’ generosity as an aspect of their partnership in the sufferings of 
Christ himself (see 3:10), including the persecution they are enduring (see 1:27-30).   

The Philippians’ Financial Gifts are Sacrificial Gifts to God (4:15-20)

4:15 You Philippians indeed know that in the early days of the gospel, when I left Macedonia, 
no church partnered with me in an accounting of expenditures and receipts, except you alone. 
16 For even when I was in Thessalonica, you sent me help for my needs more than once. 17 
Not that I seek the gift, but I do seek the profit that accumulates to your account. 18 I have 
been paid in full and have more than enough; I am fully satisfied, now that I have received 
from Epaphroditus the gifts you sent, a fragrant offering, a sacrifice acceptable and pleasing 
to God. 19 And my God will fully satisfy every need of yours according to his riches in glory 
in Christ Jesus. 20 To our God and Father be glory forever and ever. Amen. 
 

Paul emphasizes the theme of partnership yet again.  
• Paul returns to the theme he introduced in 1:5: the Philippians partnered (koinōneō) 

with Paul financially from the beginning of the gospel;
• Here, in 4:15, Paul highlights that no church except the one in Philippi partnered 

with Paul “in an accounting of expenditures and receipts.”
• While Paul is certainly addressing the practices of “giving and receiving” between 

himself and the Philippians - which is the usual translation of 4:15 - our underlined 
changes reinforce the business and economic underpinnings that accompany 
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Paul’s concept of the “partnership” between himself and the Philippians (see also 
Sessions Two and Three).

• In this section of the letter, however, Paul also makes it clear what he introduced in 
1:5: this partnership in the gospel is one that also extends to, and includes, God 
and Jesus Christ.   

Thus, Paul subverts the social expectations of giving and receiving in the Greco-
Roman world by placing them within a theological perspective. 

• On the one hand, Paul continues to use the language of commerce that 
characterizes the reciprocity of giving and receiving in the ancient world: “I do 
seek the profit that accumulates to your account” (v. 17).
✴The Greek word karpos that is translated by the NRSV in v. 17 as “profit,” is 

often translated as “fruit” in other contexts. 
✴This reflects the understanding that “profit” is the “fruit” of commercial 

dealings. 
• On the other hand, Paul subverts the conventional understanding of gift-giving in 

the Greco-Roman world: 
✴He never characterizes the Philippians’ financial gifts as debts to be repaid.  
✴He never discusses the relative social status of giver and receiver in their 

relationship. 
• Furthermore, and even more importantly, Paul places all of this giving and 

receiving within a theological perspective: this is NOT an “account” with Paul or 
the Philippians, but an account the Philippians have with God. 

• Paul thus makes God (and Christ) a third “partner” in this relationship.

The language of sacrifice in the Temple and the practice of giving.  
• Paul characterizes the Philippians’ financial offerings as the metaphorical 

equivalent of sacrificial offerings made to God in the Temple: they are “a fragrant 
offering, a sacrifice acceptable and pleasing to God” (v. 18). 
✴In the Hebrew Bible, the “fragrance” of an offering is a way of speaking about 

its acceptability to God (Genesis 8:21; Exodus 29:18; Leviticus 7:11).
✴The same language of “fragrant offering” appears in Ephesians 5:2, referring to 

Christ’s own self-offering for the benefit of others.5 

Since the offering of the Philippians is first of all a pleasing sacrifice to God, God 
will meet all their needs in response to their offering (4:19). 
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• “This context implicitly recognizes the Greco-Roman social conventions inherent 
in giving and receiving while at the same time subverting these conventions in the 
light of the three-way relationship that obtains between Paul, the Philippians, and 
God.”6 

Conclusion 

Throughout this study we have explored Paul’s profound understanding of the 
relationship between himself, the Philippians, and God in Christ. We have reviewed 
the complex relationship between the themes of the Philippians’ partnership with Paul 
and God in the spread of the gospel and God’s grace. This partnership occurs through 
the practice of giving and receiving. The partnership is also reflected in the exercise of 
practical moral reasoning, as believers learn to think with the mind of Christ and act 
accordingly. The partnership includes the importance of compassionate self-giving 
modeled on Christ himself, which may lead to suffering, but which always overflows 
with new life from God to meet every need in the community. 

We close our study of Philippians with an extended quote from one of the authors of 
this study, the Rev. Dr. Jane L. Patterson, who highlights the importance of this letter for 
our contemporary life as followers of Christ and partners in the gospel:  

“As the circle of giving and receiving, described in Philippians, links heaven 
and earth, so also sacrifices burnt upon the altar ascend into the heavens, in 
thanksgiving for and assurance of the continual blessings that descend from 
heaven to earth....And...the cycle of giving and receiving on earth is also drawn 
up into its heavenly implications, both in terms of the Philippians’ 
‘account,’ (Phil 4:17), and in terms of God’s response (Phil 4:19) to their sacrificial 
(Phil 4:18) giving. It appears that, in Paul’s view, obedient Christian life 
reverberates across the divide between heaven and earth. Sacrificial gift-
exchange is one way for Paul to talk about this constant commerce between 
heaven and earth. Emptying oneself of ‘one’s own things’ (2:4, or the gifts to 
Paul, 4:18), whether material or immaterial, plays a role in reconciling the 
world to God. And God, skilled in the customs of giving and receiving, 
responds (4:19).”7
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Dissertation, Southern Methodist University, 2009 (emphasis added). 



QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 

Questions for an individual doing the study:
Paul says he has learned to be content through the ups and downs of material life in 
the world. Are you content with your present life by virtue of your identity in 
Christ? What experiences have contributed to that contentment? What role does 
your faith play in reaching that place of contentment?  

To what charities do you most often contribute? Do some of these charities alleviate 
the suffering of others? How might your financial contribution be seen as a kind of 
“partnering” with those who suffer? Does the idea of partnership change your sense 
of what it means to contribute to charities? 

Many of us are tempted to give based on cultural perspectives. For instance, it is 
very common to give to others with the expectation that one’s giving will influence 
their decision-making, or to give to others with the expectation that one will receive 
something in return.Reflect on your most recent experiences of gift-giving with the 
mind of Christ. How does this practice change the nature of gift-giving? Have you 
ever received a gift that felt manipulative?   

In what ways does God meet your needs? Do you see any connection between God’s 
gifts to you and your own patterns of giving to God? What are those connections? 

Some of us have a hard time receiving gifts from others. How might Paul’s Christ-
minded moral reasoning in Philippians help us be better recipients of gifts? What 
does Philippians say about the role of receiving in the spread of the gospel?  

Questions for a church or other group doing the study together:
Refer to the comments and questions above directed to individuals in connection 
with their giving to charities. In what ways has your study group or church recently 
“partnered” in the suffering and affliction of others (and, in turn, partnered in the 
suffering of Christ)? 

What kinds of things do you “give” to your group or church? What things do you 
“receive” from your group or church? In what ways does the practice of giving and 
receiving in your group spread the gospel of Christ? 
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How does God meet your needs through your participation in the group? 

Questions for a Vestry or Gathering of Church Leaders:
Refer to the comments and questions above directed to individuals in connection 
with their giving to charities. In what ways has your congregation or leadership 
group recently “partnered” in the suffering and affliction of others by making a 
financial contribution (and, in turn, partnered in the “suffering” of Christ)? 

Are there members of your congregation who give to your church based on cultural 
perspectives? Are there members of your church who give with the expectation that 
their giving will influence your vestry’s decision-making? Do members of your 
church give with the expectation that they will receive something from the church in 
return? What steps might you take as a vestry or leadership group to help your 
congregation understand Paul’s approach to giving and receiving in Philippians? 

In what ways does God meet the needs of your congregation? Can you discern any 
connection between God’s gifts to your church and your church’s patterns of giving 
to God? 
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