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UNITY FOR THE SAKE OF THE GOSPEL: PHILIPPIANS 
Week 1: The Church That Paul Loved 

“Therefore, my brothers and sisters, you whom I love and long for” (Phil 4:1) 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 I. Authorship 
A. Phil 1:1 tells us that Paul is the author of Philippians: “Paul and Timothy, servants of 

Christ Jesus, to all God’s holy people in Christ Jesus at Philippi….” It might appear at first 
glance that “Paul and Timothy” are both the authors, co-authors, of this letter. “Paul and 
Timothy” are associated in the greeting, not because they were co-authors of the letter, but 
because Timothy was a well-known Christian leader, especially at Philippi, and was now 
with Paul. 

 
B. Paul wrote 13 of the books in the NT. Philippians is probably the 10th. The books of 

Ephesians, Colossians, Philemon, and Philippians are often termed the “Prison Epistles” 
or “Prison Letters” because Paul mentions being a prisoner in each of these letters (Eph 
3:1; 6:20; Phil 1:7, 13; Col 4:18; Phlm 10, 13). He is also a prisoner by the time of the 
writing of 2 Timothy (2 Tim 2:9; 4:16). It is generally accepted that the four Prison Letters 
were written during Paul’s two-year imprisonment reported by Luke in Acts 28:30 (“For 
two whole years Paul stayed there in his own rented house and welcomed all who came to 
see him.”). It also believed that Paul was released, conducted a 4th missionary journey, not 
recorded in Acts, was rearrested and executed in Rome. It was during that final 
imprisonment that he wrote 2 Timothy. 
 

Letter Where Written When 
1. Galatians Antioch A.D. 49 — After 1st Journey 
2. 1 Thessalonians Corinth A.D. 51 — On 2nd Journey 
3. 2 Thessalonians Corinth A.D. 51 — On 2nd Journey 
4. 1 Corinthians Ephesus A.D. 55 — On 3rd Journey 
5. 2 Corinthians Macedonia (Philippi?) A.D. 55/56 — On 3rd Journey 
6. Romans Corinth A.D. 56 — On 3rd Journey 
7. Colossians Rome A.D. 61— Roman Prisoner 
8. Ephesians Rome A.D. 61— Roman Prisoner 
9. Philemon Rome A.D. 61— Roman Prisoner 

10. Philippians Rome A.D. 62— Roman Prisoner 
11. 1 Timothy Macedonia (Philippi?) A.D. 66 — On 4th Journey 
12. Titus Macedonia (Philippi?) A.D. 66 — On 4th Journey 
13. 2 Timothy Rome A.D. 67 — Roman Prison 

 
  
 II. Destination 

A. City of Philippi 
1. Philippi was located in Macedonia about ten miles from the Aegean Sea. The original 

location was settled in 359–60 B.C. by Greek colonists from the nearby island of 
Thasos, who called it Krenides (“springs”). In 356 B.C. Philip II of Macedon (father of 
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Alexander the Great) named the city after himself. He enlarged and fortified the city. 
In 168 B.C. the Romans conquered Macedonia and divided it into four districts, 
Philippi being in the first district. Philippi was about 800 miles from Rome. 

 
2. The city gained world prominence when Antony and Octavian defeated Brutus and 

Cassius, the assassins of Julius Caesar, at Philippi in 42 B.C. In 31 B.C. the city became 
a Roman colony. In 27 B.C., when Octavian was given the title Augustus, the name of 
the city was changed to Colonia Iulia Augusta Philippensis [Iulia for Julius Caesar and 
Augusta for Augustus Caesar] and was given the ius italicum (Law of Italy), which 
meant the citizens had all the rights of those in Italy, including exemption from land 
and poll tax. The city became populated by a number of army veterans. Latin was 
spoken, as well as Greek, and the citizens wore Roman dress. They prided themselves 
on being Romans (Acts 16:20–21, “They brought them before the magistrates and 
said, “These men [Paul and Silas] are Jews, and are throwing our city into an uproar 
by advocating customs unlawful for us Romans to accept or practice.”). Philippi was 
an important stopping place on the Via Egnatia, the road linking Byzantium with the 
Adriatic ports that led to Italy. In Paul’s day the population was probably around ten 
thousand—estimates based on the physical size of the city. 

 
B. Church at Philippi — The church was established by Paul on his second missionary 

journey (Acts 16) in approximately A.D. 50. Paul, Silas, Timothy, and Luke made up the 
missionary team. Philippi apparently had a small Jewish population since there was no 
synagogue there. According to the Mishna, a synagogue was to be established where ten 
male heads of households could be in regular attendance. Failing this, a place of prayer 
was to be arranged for. It was customary for such places to be located outdoors near water. 
It was there by the river that Paul had his first convert, Lydia, a Gentile God-fearer. Other 
converts included the jailer and his family. Philippi was probably mainly a Gentile church. 
Apparently, Luke stayed on to help the fledgling church when Paul and the rest of his 
team departed for Thessalonica (the “we section” ends at Philippi). Luke probably 
remained until he joined Paul at the end of his third missionary journey (Acts 20:5–6), 
approximately seven years. 

 
 III. Place and Date of Writing 

A. Paul was in prison at the time of writing (1:7, 13, 14). Early tradition says that this was in 
Rome, more specifically, while Paul was under arrest in his own rented house for two 
years (Acts 28:30). 

 
B. The information in the letter itself is also in agreement with Rome: (1) The outcome of 

Paul’s trial would lead to death or acquittal (1:19–20, 2:17). Apparently, there was no 
appeal of his verdict to a higher court. (2) The place from which Paul wrote had a 
praetorium (1:13), translated “place guard” in the NIV. The Praetorian Guard were the 
emperor’s personal guard. (3) There were present “those who belong to Caesar’s 
household” (4:22). This phrase is most easily understood as referring to Christian 
members of the imperial service in the capital, who may have had special links with the 
citizens of Philippi, a Roman colony. 
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C. The fact that Paul does not mention the collection for the Jerusalem church, which is 
clearly a priority in Romans and Corinthians, suggests the offering had already been 
delivered, which indicates Philippians was written after Paul had finished his 3rd 
missionary journey in A.D. 57. Therefore, Philippians was written from Rome in about 
A.D. 62, toward the later part of Paul’s imprisonment. This would allow for the several 
trips between Rome and Philippi. In addition, Paul’s case is apparently about to be 
resolved (2:23–24), which suggests the latter part of his two-year imprisonment. 

 
 IV. Occasion and Purpose — There are a number of reasons that Paul wrote this letter. 

A. Paul wanted to thank the Philippians for their generous gift to him, which had been 
delivered by Epaphroditus (1:5; 4:10–20). It is sometimes suggested that this is Paul’s 
primary purpose in writing. 
 

B. There was also the matter of Epaphroditus. He had been sent to Paul by the Philippian 
church “to take care of [Paul’s] needs” (2:25), which he did. He had fallen gravely ill and 
almost died. The Philippians had heard about his illness, which distressed Epaphroditus. 
Now that he was well, Paul was sending him with this letter. 

 
C. Perhaps Paul wanted to inform the believers of Timothy’s approaching visit and prepare 

them for it (2:19). Similarly, Paul intended to visit the church in the near future, and the 
letter could have prepared them for his visit (2:24). 

 
D. Paul takes this opportunity to bring the Philippians up to date on his situation (1:12ff.). 

They had been praying for him (1:19) and were obviously concerned about the apostle. 
 

E. Paul wanted to warn the Philippians concerning some false teachers (chapt. 3). 
 

F. Paul also recognizes the need for the Philippians to stand firm and be united (1:27–28; 
4:2–5). Some see this as the overall theme of the letter. It has often been suggested that joy 
is the theme of this letter, but joy is more of the prevailing mood in the letter, not really its 
theme. 


