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Sequence

•Our current context 
•Then and now 
•Problems in Philippi 
•Paul writes to them 
•And today? 
•Prayer 
•Reflective questions



• How to manage in a difficult time? 

• Stresses from within the community 

• Pressures from outside the 
community 

• The hunger for spirituality today 

• The role of leadership in the 
community of faith 

• Following Christ today

Our context



• How can one live through difficult 
times? 

• What is happiness? 

• What is the true nature of the universe 
and how does the world work? 

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

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

• How do we structure society and 
institutions in the best and wisest 
ways?

Then and now



• It is a joyful, loving letter. 

• Nevertheless: Paul’s situation is quite 
challenging. 

• Nevertheless: major internal issues in 
the Philippian community such as the 
Judaizers, internal conflicts plus  the 
stress of living in a society which is 
antagonistic to the faith.  

• As always, Paul begins by affirming 
what is going well. 

• First indicative, then imperative! 

Philippi



Phil 1:3     I thank my God every time I remember you. 4 I 
always pray with joy in my every prayer for all of you 5 
because of your participation in the gospel from the first day 
until now.  

6 For I am sure of this very thing, that the one who began a 
good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus.  

7 For it is right for me to think this about all of you, because I 
have you in my heart, since both in my imprisonment and in 
the defence and confirmation of the gospel all of you 
became partners in God’s grace together with me. 8 For God 
is my witness that I long for all of you with the affection of 
Christ Jesus.  

9 And I pray this, that your love may abound even more and 
more in knowledge and every kind of insight 10 so that you 
can decide what is best, and thus be sincere and blameless 
for the day of Christ, 11 fi lled with the fruit of righteousness 
that comes through Jesus Christ to the glory and praise of 
God.

• Warm and affectionate. 
• Pauline: praise followed by 

encouragement (“indicative and 
imperative”).  

• Communion with Paul in his 
imprisonment (“partners in grace”). 

• He loves them with the love of Christ. 
• They are obviously not “there” yet.  
• He prays specifically for knowledge and 

insight, for sincerity and blamelessness 
and for the fruit of righteousness.  

• Implied description of what is going on in 
Philippi.

State of the believers in Philippi



Phil 3:2     Beware of the dogs, beware of the 
evil workers, beware of those who mutilate the 
flesh! 3 For we are the circumcision, the ones 
who worship by the Spirit of God, exult in 
Christ Jesus, and do not rely on human 
credentials 4 —though mine too are significant. 

• Paul teaches a Law-free Gospel.  
• Not everyone agrees.  
• The very same issue arises in Galatians 

and in Romans.  
• The same “answer” is given: we are in 

right relationship with God through the 
faithfulness of Jesus Christ.  

• The intruders claim better credentials 
(more Jewish than Paul) and greater 
fidelity to the Law of Moses.  

• The tone is very testy, to put it mildly.  
• Paul: we’ve moved on and there’s no 

going back. 

The “Judaizers”



Phil 2:1     Therefore, if there is any encouragement 
in Christ, any comfort provided by love, any 
fellowship in the Spirit, any affection or mercy, 2 
complete my joy and be of the same mind, by 
having the same love, being united in spirit, and 
having one purpose. 3 Instead of being motivated 
by selfish ambition or vanity, each of you should, in 
humility, be moved to treat one another as more 
important than yourself. 4 Each of you should be 
concerned not only about your own interests, but 
about the interests of others as well. 

Phil 4:2     I appeal to Euodia and to Syntyche to 
agree in the Lord. 3 Yes, I say also to you, true 
companion, help them. They have struggled together 
in the gospel ministry along with me and Clement 
and my other coworkers, whose names are in the 
book of life. 

• These are not general sentiments but 
concrete teaching to a known and loved 
community.  

• Implied: the need for love, fellowship, 
affection, mercy, being united, having 
one purpose.  

• Negatively: ambition and vanity.  
• The one clear example is the 

disagreement between Euodia and 
Syntyche, both women evangelisers, who 
have evidently fallen out. 

• Previous successful collaboration is 
recalled. 

Lack of harmony



Phil 3:18 For many live, about whom I have 
often told you, and now, with tears, I tell you 
that they are the enemies of the cross of Christ. 
19 Their end is destruction, their god is the 
belly, they exult in their shame, and they think 
about earthly things. 20 But our citizenship is in 
heaven—and we also eagerly await a saviour 
from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, 21 who will 
transform these humble bodies of ours into the 
likeness of his glorious body by means of that 
power by which he is able to subject all things 
to himself.

• Context of the Roman Empire. 
• Practices “at variance” with the Gospel. 
• Our true direction is elsewhere. 
• God’s revelation in Christ. 
• Our true citizenship (politeuma). 
• The hope of transformation. 
• The vision of the end.  
• Cf. 1 Corinthians 15.  

Our true homeland



• From presentation 1: 
✴ Paul has inner tranquility/indifference, but 

rooted in Christ. 
✴ Paul is being transformed because his 

faithfulness is grounded in the faithfulness 
of Jesus himself.  

✴ As a result, Paul is free to be happy, no 
matter what. 

• From presentation 2: 
✴ Learn from the example of Paul himself. 
✴ Foundation: events of salvation. 
✴ Outcome: the virtues 
✴ Fruits: righteousness, freedom and joy. 

Philippi: ruins and the new baptistry



Phil 3:17     Be imitators of me, brothers and 
sisters, and watch carefully those who are living 
this way, just as you have us as an example. 

1 Cor 4:16 I encourage you, then, be 
imitators of me. 
1 Cor 11:1 Be imitators of me, just as I also 
am of Christ. 
1 Thess 1:6     And you became imitators of us 
and of the Lord, when you received the 
message with joy that comes from the Holy 
Spirit, despite great affl iction. 
1 Thess 2:14 For you became imitators, 
brothers and sisters, of God’s churches in 
Christ Jesus that are in Judea…

• Paul fulfils the expectations in the culture 
that virtue is learned from others.  

• NB: his hearers in the communities need 
to see Christ in him. 

• Imitator: 1 Cor. 4:16; 11:1; Eph. 5:1; Phil. 
3:17; 1 Thess. 1:6; 2:14; 2 Thess. 3:7, 9; 
Heb. 6:12; 13:7; 3 Jn. 1:11. 

•  He models “the Way” and calls attention 
to himself in humility.  

Learning from Paul



Phil 3:8 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. 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.

• Righteousness: to be in right relationship. 
• Pistis tou christou: faith in Jesus or 

faithfulness of Jesus. A big discussion.  
• See (in the NET translation): Romans 

3:22; Galatians 2:16, 20; 3:22 and here 
in Philippians 3:9.   

• Philippians 3:9: only one translation is 
really possible.  

• Consequently: vv. 10 and 11.  
• Paul is modelling his participation in the 

events of salvation, thus enabling his 
transformation, freedom and joy.  

Events of Salvation





Rom 3:21   But now, apart from law, the 
righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is 
attested by the law and the prophets, 22 the 
righteousness of God through faith in Jesus 
Christ for all who believe. For there is no 
distinction, 23 since all have sinned and fall short 
of the glory of God; 24 they are now justified by 
his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is 
in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as a 
sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective 
through faith. He did this to show his 
righteousness, because in his divine forbearance 
he had passed over the sins previously 
committed; 26 it was to prove at the present 
time that he himself is righteous and that he 
justifies the one who has faith in Jesus.

Rom 3:21 But now   apart from the law the 
righteousness of God (although it is attested by 
the law and the prophets) has been disclosed— 22 
namely, the righteousness of God through the 
faithfulness of Jesus Christ for all who believe. For 
there is no distinction, 23 for all have sinned and 
fall short of the glory of God. 24 But they are 
justified   freely by his grace through the 
redemption that is in Christ Jesus. 25 God publicly 
displayed him at his death as the mercy seat   
accessible through faith.   This was to demonstrate   
his righteousness, because God in his forbearance 
had passed over the sins previously committed.   
26 This was also to demonstrate his righteousness 
in the present time, so that he would be just and 
the justifier of the one who lives because of Jesus’ 
faithfulness.  



Rom 3:21   But now, apart from law, the 
righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is 
attested by the law and the prophets, 22 the 
righteousness of God through faith in Jesus 
Christ for all who believe. For there is no 
distinction, 23 since all have sinned and fall short 
of the glory of God; 24 they are now justified by 
his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is 
in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as a 
sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective 
through faith. He did this to show his 
righteousness, because in his divine forbearance 
he had passed over the sins previously 
committed; 26 it was to prove at the present 
time that he himself is righteous and that he 
justifies the one who has faith in Jesus.

Rom 3:21 But now apart from the law the 
righteousness of God (although it is attested by 
the law and the prophets) has been disclosed— 22 
namely, the righteousness of God through the 
faithfulness of Jesus Christ for all who believe. 
For there is no distinction, 23 for all have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God. 24 But they are 
justified   freely by his grace through the 
redemption that is in Christ Jesus. 25 God publicly 
displayed him at his death as the mercy seat   
accessible through faith.   This was to 
demonstrate his righteousness, because God in 
his forbearance had passed over the sins 
previously committed.   26 This was also to 
demonstrate his righteousness in the present time, 
so that he would be just   and the justifier of the 
one who lives because of Jesus’ faithfulness.  



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. 13 I am able to do all 
things through the one who strengthens me.

• Paul is close here to the stoic value of 
inner freedom and ataraxia.  

• But (a big but), it is all rooted outside 
himself in Christ. 

• Verse 13 is a key verse here.  
• Paul has inner freedom to be at the 

service of the Gospel no matter what.  
• Paul has inner freedom to be deeply 

joyful, no matter what.  
• It starts “outside” Paul, but he has 

internalised it thoroughly and it has 
become part of who he is now.  

Outcome: the virtues



Phil 4:4 Rejoice in the Lord always. Again I say, 
rejoice! 5 Let everyone see your gentleness. 
The Lord is near! 6 Do not be anxious about 
anything. Instead, in every situation, through 
prayer and petition with thanksgiving, tell your 
requests to God. 7 And the peace of God that 
surpasses all understanding will guard your 
hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. 

Phil 4:8     Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever 
is true, whatever is worthy of respect, whatever 
is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, 
whatever is commendable, if something is 
excellent or praiseworthy, think about these 
things. 9 And what you learned and received and 
heard and saw in me, do these things. And the 
God of peace will be with you.

• Joy, gratitude, freedom from anxiety, 
thanksgiving and peace.  

• V. 8: a true invitation to lift your up your 
eyes to attractive ideals. 

• Living those will bring both 
righteousness and happiness in 
Aristotle’s sense: “Happiness is an activity 
of the soul in accordance with the moral 
life.” 

The virtues



Phil 2:1     Therefore, if there is any 
encouragement in Christ, any comfort 
provided by love, any fellowship in the Spirit, 
any affection or mercy, 2 complete my joy and 
be of the same mind, by having the same love, 
being united in spirit, and having one purpose. 
3 Instead of being motivated by selfish 
ambition or vanity, each of you should, in 
humility, be moved to treat one another as 
more important than yourself. 4 Each of you 
should be concerned not only about your own 
interests, but about the interests of others as 
well.

• Earlier in the letter, certain key values are 
also held up for imitation. 

• Fellowship (communion), affection and 
mercy, love, unity in spirit and purpose. 

• Setting aside: selfish ambition or vanity. 
• This is also the highest level of 

friendship, in Aristotles’ summary.  
• Q: how can this be achieved? 
• The very next verses take us to the heart 

of the Pauline proclamation.  

The virtues



The Hymn to Christ
2:5 You should have the same attitude toward 
one another that Christ Jesus had, 

6   who though he existed in the form of God  
 did not regard equality with God  
 as something to be grasped, 

7  but emptied himself  
 by taking on the form of a slave,  
 by looking like other men,  

 and by sharing in human nature. 
8  He humbled himself,  
 by becoming obedient to the point of death  
 —even death on a cross! 

9  As a result God highly exalted him  
 and gave him the name  
 that is above every name, 

10  so that at the name of Jesus  
 every knee will bow  
 in heaven and on earth and under the earth 

11  and every tongue confess  
 that Jesus Christ is Lord  
 to the glory of God the Father.



Philippians 1:12-14, 29-30; 3:17
Phil 1:12     I want you to know, 
brothers and sisters, that my situation 
has actually turned out to advance 
the gospel: 13 The whole imperial 
guard and everyone else knows that I 
am in prison for the sake of Christ, 
14 and most of the brothers and 
sisters, having confidence in the Lord 
because of my imprisonment, now 
more than ever dare to speak the 
word fearlessly. 

Phil 1:29 For it has been granted to 
you not only to believe in Christ but 
also to suffer for him, 30 since you 
are encountering the same conflict 
that you saw me face and now hear 
that I am facing. 

Phil 3:17     Be imitators of me, 
brothers and sisters, and watch 
carefully those who are living this way, 
just as you have us as an example. 



• In that way, they will be free to live the 
virtues, both as individuals and as a 
community of the faithful.  

• They will also learn that inner 
tranquility and indifference (in the 
Ignatian sense). 

• In their communion with Paul and 
Christ, their inner joy will be released. 

• The virtues described can be lived but 
only on the basis of the events of 
salvation. 

• A letter of friendship: philophronesis, 
parousia, omilia. 

• Friendship of the highest kind (Aristotle) 

• Yet, totally realistic about the problems. 

• Grounded in the events of salvation. 

• Grounded in Paul’s own journey to Christ. 

• He offers himself as a model. 

• But the Philippians are to look beyond the 
model to Christ himself.



• How to live at this time? 

• The common good (politics) 

• Compassion (virtues) 

• Truth (metaphysics) 

• Faith and faithfulness (ethics) 

• Inner strength (ataraxia) 

• Real joy (chara)

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

• His hope is that the Philippians 
will all undertake their own 
journey of transformation… 

• …so as to be enabled to live 
fruitfully very challenging 
experiences.

And today…



With tender comfort and transforming 
power you come into our midst, O God 

of mercy and might.  

Make ready a way in the wilderness, 
clear a straight path in our hearts, and 

form us into a repentant people, that the 
advent of your Son may find us watchful 

and eager for the glory he reveals.  

We ask 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 forever and ever. Amen.

Prayer



• Overall: what does St Paul 
offer to the Philippians?  

• Imitation: How can St Paul 
hope they will imitate him? 

• Imitation: In what way(s) 
can they come to imitate 
Christ? 

• Today: Can Paul’s teaching 
(salvation/transformation/
imitation) still speak to us 
today? 

Reflective questions


