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Sequence

•The current context 
•Philippi and the Philippians 
•The cultural context 
•St Paul himself 
•Some conclusions 
•Prayer 
•Reflective questions



• Pandemic 

• Long-term challenges at 
many levels 

• Affect on faith, faith 
communities and church 
practice 

• Interruption / disruption 

• Life “on hold” 

• Not that nothing is “going on” 

• Advent as a time of longing 
and hope 

• Using this Advent in very 
practical ways 

• Using: St Paul’s letter to the 
Philippians

The current context



Roman Greece





Crenides (“springs”)

Philippi

• Named after Philip II 

• Gold mines and water 

• Important after the Roman conquest 

• Via Egnatia 

• Colonia Justa Augusta Philippensis  

• First ‘church’ in Europe 

• Supporters of Paul in his missions



• Letters in those days….quite 
structured  

• Laid out according to the 
pattern of rhetoric 

• Content: philophronesis, 
parousia, omilia 

• See slide on rhetoric 

• See slide on friendship

Cultural Context





Verses Letter Speech Topic

1:1-2 Superscript Greeting

1:3-11 Thanksgiving Introduction

1:12-26

Body

Statement of Facts

1:27-30 Thesis

2:1-3:19 Proofs 

3:20-4:20 Conclusion

4:21-23 Postscript Greeting



According to Aristotle: 

1. Friendships of utility: 
relationships based on need 
or help given to one another.  

2. Friendships of pleasure: 
mutual enjoyment of each 
other with shared values and 
interests. 

3. Friendships of virtue:         
love and concern for each 
other’s welfare, focusing on 
what one can give more than 
receive.



• The Philippians learn of Paul’s 
imprisonment; 

• They send Epaphroditus with a gift to 
deliver to Paul; 

• Epaphroditus falls seriously ill on his 
way to Paul and nearly dies; 

• The Philippians learn of Epaphroditus’ 
illness and become concerned; 

• Epaphroditus recovers, completes his 
journey to Paul, and delivers the gift; 

• Epaphroditus learns of the 
Philippians’ anxiety for him and 
becomes distressed; 

• Paul sends Epaphroditus back to 
Philippi with a letter in which he 
commends Epaphroditus, thanks the 
Philippians for their gift, warns them 
about false teachers, and informs 
them about his own circumstances 
and plans. 

• There’s more, which we will see later. 

Immediate Setting



• Philippians is a letter, using the 
patterns of classical rhetoric. 

• It is marked by: philophronesis, 
parousia, omilia. 

• Part of a friendship of virtue – the 
highest kind.  

• Phil 4:11-12: this sounds just like 
Stoicism: how can I be so that 
nothing disturbs me?  

• Later: how did Paul get to that state? 

• More on philosophy at the time… 

Phil 4:11 I am not saying this 
because I am in need, for I have 
learned to be content in any 
circumstance. 12 I have 
experienced times of need and 
times of abundance. In any and 
every circumstance I have learned 
the secret of contentment, 
whether I go satisfied or hungry, 
have plenty or nothing.



ARISTOTLE 

“Happiness is an activity of soul in 
accordance with the moral life.”

The Irish Times 
Saturday 31 October 2020



• What is the true nature of the universe and how does 

the world work? 

Metaphysics 

• How do we know things? What is true/truth? 

Epistemology 

• What is right and how do we live it out? 

Ethics 

• How do we structure society and institutions in the 

best and wisest ways? 

Politics





• In a word, a whole life vision 
is being offered. 

• Lover of wisdom 

• Models in the community 

• Paideia and the teleios anēr 

• Loving the good 

• Personal transformation 
leading to happiness

Cultural Context



• Happiness: Rejoice 

• World: creator and saviour 

• Knowledge: disclosed in 
revelation 

• Virtue: indwelling Spirit 

• Society: we live here but our 
citizenship is elsewhere

Cultural Context

Papyrus 46: Philippians 1:6-14



• Letter writing 

• Rhetoric 

• Philosophy 

• Friendship 

• Modelling 

• Culturally “at home” but at 
the service of the Good 
News.

Cultural Context



Phil 3:4b If someone thinks he has 
good reasons to put confidence in 
human credentials, I have more: 5 I 
was circumcised on the eighth day, 
from the people of Israel and the tribe 
of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews. I 
lived according to the law as a 
Pharisee. 6 In my zeal for God I 
persecuted the church. According to 
the righteousness stipulated in the law 
I was blameless. 7 But these assets I 
have come to regard as liabilities 
because of Christ. 8 More than that, I 

now regard all things as liabilities 
compared to the far greater value of 
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for 
whom I have suffered the loss of all 
things —indeed, I regard them as 
dung! —that I may gain Christ, 9 and 
be found in him, not because I have 
my own righteousness derived from 
the law, but because I have the 
righteousness that comes by way of 
Christ’s faithfulness —a righteousness 
from God that is in fact based on 
Christ’s faithfulness.



Phil 3:10 My aim is to know him, to 
experience the power of his 
resurrection, to share in his sufferings, 
and to be like him in his death, 11 and 
so, somehow, to attain to the 
resurrection from the dead. 

Phil 3:12     Not that I have already 
attained this—that is, I have not already 
been perfected—but I strive to lay hold 
of that for which Christ Jesus also laid 
hold of me. 13 Brothers and sisters,       
I do not consider myself to have 

attained this. Instead I am single-
minded: Forgetting the things that are 
behind and reaching out for the things 
that are ahead, 14 with this goal in 
mind, I strive toward the prize of the 
upward call of God in Christ Jesus. 15 
Therefore let those of us who are 
“perfect” embrace this point of view. If 
you think otherwise, God will reveal to 
you the error of your ways. 16 
Nevertheless, let us live up to the 
standard that we have already 
attained.



• Likewise, Paul’s suffering becomes a 
participation in Jesus’ faithfulness 

• Hence Paul is “teleios” that is, a 
“whole” believer and not just a holy 
one 

• Paul’s “indifference” is grounded in 
Christ, not in philosophy 

• Paul is single minded and therefore 
free and joyful 

• Because of that, he can invite the 
Philippians to imitate him (!)

• The faithfulness of Christ 
discloses God’s faithfulness 

• Paul own faith(fulness) is built on 
Christ’s faithfulness 

• Christ’s faithfulness became a 
reality through suffering, 
especially the cross

St Paul himself



• Everything is then subordinated to 
the Christian whole life vision and 
nothing else matters. 

• Hence: the life of virtue 

• Hence: discipleship 

• Hence: the apostolic calling 

• Hence: the “indifference” 

• Hence: the constant joy

• Paul models the integration of 
difficult experience into the life of 
faith. 

• Key: faithfulness (God; Christ; 
Paul) 

• Paul knows he is on the right 
track, no matter what.  

St Paul himself



• To know what is it to be human 
(metaphysics) 

• To give the “real” and the “true” 
central places in our lives 
(epistemology) 

• To act for the best for all, in 
compassion and solidarity (ethics) 

• To live in community for the well 
being of all (politics) 

• So as to be free of anxiety (ataraxia) 

• So as to be joyful (chara)

• In other words, Paul has done a 
good deal of work on himself.  

• He is able to speak from the 
inside.  

• If Paul were alive today, he would 
tell us to use the current 
experience

Some conclusions



Rend the heavens and come down,                             
O God of all the ages! 

Rouse us from sleep, deliver us from 
our heedless ways, and form us into a 
watchful people, that, at the advent 
of your Son, he may find us doing 

what is right, mindful of all you 
command. 

Grant this through him, whose 
coming is certain, whose day draws 

near, your Son, our Lord Jesus Christ,                                                                          
who lives and reigns with you in the 
unity of the Holy Spirit, God for ever 

and ever. Amen.

Prayer



• Overall: Why did St Paul 
write the letter to the 
Philippians?  

• Context: How would you 
describe the cultural context 
of the day? 

• Links: how does Paul address 
the needs of the Philippians? 

• Contrast: how does Paul 
differ from the many 
philosophies of the day?

Reflective questions


