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UNITY FOR THE SAKE OF THE GOSPEL: PHILIPPIANS 
Week 11: Contentment and the Grace of Giving 

 
V. FINAL CONCERNS, 4:2–23 

A. Exhortations, 4:2–9 
1. Final call for unity, 4:2–3 
2. Joy and anxiety, 4:4–7 
3. Obedience and peace, 4:8–9 
 

(4:8) Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is 
right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is 
excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things. 

 
With “finally,” Paul concludes the exhortation section of this letter (4:2–9). In vv. 10–
20 he will again acknowledge the Philippians’ material support, but vv. 8–9 conclude 
Paul’s concerns about the Philippians. 
 
The verb “think” most commonly is used by Paul in the sense of “reckon,” that is, 
“take into account,” rather than simply the sense “think about.” So, Paul is not so 
much telling the Philippians to think about these virtues, that is, “think high 
thoughts,” but to “take into account,” “to give careful thought to” them. This list of 
eight virtues is somewhat unique in Paul in that many of the terms only occur here in 
this one letter (“lovely,” “admirable,” “excellent”). But they are common in moral 
literature in Paul’s day (Greco-Roman and Jewish—cf. William Bennett, The Book of 
Virtues). They are pretty much self-explanatory—the word “noble” means “worthy of 
respect.”  
 
Because of God’s common grace, people have been able to do much good in the areas 
of education, the development of civilization, scientific and technological progress, 
the development of beauty and skill in the arts, etc. The Philippians would be familiar 
with things that fall into these categories. 
 
(4:9) Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it 
into practice. And the God of peace will be with you. 
 
Paul finishes his exhortation with a note on imitation, something he had previously 
urged in 3:17 (“Join together in following my example, brothers and sisters”). Paul’s 
concern throughout this letter has not been primarily the content of the gospel, that is, 
doctrinal error is not the major problem at Philippi; rather, how the gospel is being 
lived out in the world. As the Philippians take in to account the previous list of 
virtues, they need to do so in light of what they “have learned or received or 
heard…or seen in” Paul, and, above all else, they are to “practice” the things they 
have learned and received and heard and seen. 
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With the word “and” (“And the God…), Paul indicates the result of heeding his 
exhortation—“the God of peace will be with you.” The designation “God of peace” is 
derived from the Old Testament and is found frequently in Paul (1 Thess 5:23; 2 
Thess 3:16; 1 Cor 14:33; 2 Cor 13:11; Rom 15:33; 16:20). In every case the contexts 
indicate the presence of strife or unrest. Though this is apparently not a serious 
problem at Philippi, still, Paul has repeatedly urged them to “have the same mindset.” 
And so he closes with the promise that if they follow his teaching and example, they 
will have peace. 
 

B. A Word of Thanks, 4:10–20 
Paul now turns to acknowledge the Philippians’ recent gift and thus to rejoice over this 
evidence of friendship. Paul begins with a commendation in v. 10a, but then he  
 
1. Need and contentment, 4:10–14 
 

(4:10) I rejoiced greatly in the Lord that at last you have renewed your concern for 
me. Indeed, you were concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it. 
 
Paul begins with a commendation for the Philippians’ generous gift. Roman prisoners 
had to supply their own subsistence beyond just bread and water. When Paul received 
the gift sent by the Philippians through Epaphroditus (4:18) he “rejoiced greatly,” or, 
as one commentator says, he “burst into joy.” Paul retained a vivid memory of the 
Philippians generous act. The phrase “at last” should not be regarded as a rebuke 
(“that at last you have renewed your concern for me”), but merely as showing that 
communication had again occurred after a period of no contact. 
 
But notice what Paul says and does not say. He does not say, “I rejoiced in all those 
gold coins you sent,” though that was clearly the case. Instead, Paul rejoiced that the 
Philippians had “renewed [their] concern for [him].” 
  
(4:11) I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content 
whatever the circumstances. 
 
The words “I am not saying this” are designed to qualify what Paul previously said so 
that the readers will not draw the wrong inference. The wrong inference in this 
instance would be that Paul’s joy is primarily due the fact they had given him a gift 
and that he felt discontented over his needy condition. Though he undoubtedly had a 
need, it was not relief of this need that primarily concerned him. His joy was over the 
Philippians’ friendship; and their friendship was not based on what he could get from 
them. 
 
Paul’s explanation, “for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances,” 
expresses what was regarded by many philosophies in the Greco-Roman world as the 
highest virtue—contentment. But as we will see, Paul’s contentment was not that of 
Greco-Roman philosopher, which has been described as “the cultivated attitude of the 
wise person who had become independent of all things and all people, relying on 
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himself, because of his innate resources, or on the lot given to him by the gods.” The 
truly contented person would live above need and abundance in such a way as to be 
self-sufficient.” This was the view of the Stoics. 
  
 (4:12) I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have 
learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or 
hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. 
 
Paul now explains the process through which he learned contentment. Though he may 
have sounded like a Stoic in v. 11 with his emphasis on contentment, he now says that 
he knows what “it is to be in need,” which is something no Stoic would ever say. By 
the words “to be in need,” we should probably think of Paul’s various “hardship 
lists”:  
 
1 Corinthians 4:11–13: 1sTo this very hour we go hungry and thirsty, we are in rags, 
we are brutally treated, we are homeless. 12We work hard with our own hands. When 
we are cursed, we bless; when we are persecuted, we endure it; 13when we are 
slandered, we answer kindly. We have become the scum of the earth, the garbage of 
the world—right up to this moment. 
 
2 Corinthians 6:4–5: 4Rather, as servants of God we commend ourselves in every 
way: in great endurance; in troubles, hardships and distresses; 5in beatings, 
imprisonments and riots; in hard work, sleepless nights and hunger. 
 
2 Corinthians 11:23–28: 23Are they servants of Christ? (I am out of my mind to talk 
like this.) I am more. I have worked much harder, been in prison more frequently, 
been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and again. 24Five times 
I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. 25Three times I was beaten with 
rods, once I was pelted with stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night 
and a day in the open sea, 26I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger 
from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my fellow Jews, in danger from 
Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in 
danger from false believers. 27I have labored and toiled and have often gone without 
sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been 
cold and naked. 28Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for 
all the churches. 
 
Paul also understood what it was “to have plenty.” This may refer to his earlier days 
as a rising figure in Judaism (Gal 1:14). On the other hand, the expression may be 
merely relative. It may be that Paul considered the times he was not suffering 
privation to be times of plenty (e.g., Acts 9:19, 28; 16:15, 33, 34; 18:3; 21:8). 
 
How much do we need?  
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1 Tim 6:6–8: “But godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing 
into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, 
we will be content with that.” 
 
(4:13) I can do all this through him who gives me strength. 
 
Paul now reaffirms his self-sufficiency: “I can do all this.” Paul does not mean that he 
could do anything and that nothing was beyond his power. “All this” refers to those 
situations both good and bad just described. All prosperous and adverse 
circumstances which one encounters in everyday living. 
 
Paul adds an important qualifying phrase: “through him who gives me strength.” The 
secret of Paul's independence was not the self-sufficiency of the Stoic philosopher but 
his dependence upon another, an independence from the world through dependence 
upon Christ. 
 
(4:14) Yet it was good of you to share in my troubles. 
 
Paul began this section in v. 10 with a commendation of the Philippians for their 
generous gift, but he has made a number of qualifications in the following verses. He 
does not want to leave the impression that he is not truly thankful for what the 
Philippians have done, so once again Paul expresses his sincere appreciation to the 
them for their kindness. Thus, he makes it clear that the preceding words did not 
suggest that he was ungrateful. 
 

2. A theology of Christian giving, 4:15–20 
 

(4:15) Moreover, as you Philippians know, in the early days of your acquaintance 
with the gospel, when I set out from Macedonia, not one church shared with me in the 
matter of giving and receiving, except you only; 
 
After noting the Philippians’ willingness to “share” with him in v. 14, now in v. 15, 
Paul leaves no doubt regarding his appreciation for their gift. He recalls the 
Philippians’ substantial and exemplary history in this matter of financial support. The 
Philippians’ support for the apostle goes back to the “early days of [their] 
acquaintance with the gospel.” This fits well with the reference in 1:3, 5: “I thank my 
God…because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now.” 
 
This support actually began when Paul “set out from Macedonia.” This would be after 
he had left Berea in Acts 17:10–15, probably when he was in Corinth. Acts records 
that when Paul arrived in Corinth in Acts 18, he supported himself as a tentmaker 
along with his friends Aquila and Priscilla. However, in Acts 18:5 we are told that 
“when Silas and Timothy came from Macedonia, Paul devoted himself exclusively to 
preaching,” probably because he received a gift from the Philippians. That he 
received support from Macedonia while in Corinth is clear from 2 Corinthians 11:8–
9: “I robbed other churches by receiving support from them so as to serve you. And 
when I was with you and needed something, I was not a burden to anyone, for the 
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brothers who came from Macedonia supplied what I needed.” 
 
In fact, Paul says that the Philippian church was the only one who “shared with [him] 
in the matter of giving and receiving.” It is difficult to know by Paul’s language, “not 
one church shared with me in the matter of giving and receiving, except you only,” if 
he is criticizing other churches or reminding the Philippians of the unique relationship 
he had with them.  
 
(4:16) for even when I was in Thessalonica, you sent me aid more than once when I 
was in need. 
 
As a further reminder of the uniqueness of the Philippians’ friendship, Paul adds a 
final explanatory clause: “for even when I was in Thessalonica, you sent me aid more 
than once when I was in need.” Not only had the Philippians sent him a gift when 
Paul departed from Philippi (v. 15), but when he was in Thessalonica (Acts 17:1), 
they had made a contribution to him on more than one occasion. 
 
(4:17) Not that I desire your gifts; what I desire is that more be credited to your 
account. 
 
With the words “not that,” Paul interrupts his expression of gratitude with yet another 
qualifier against possible misunderstanding. Paul’s short review of their noteworthy 
history of friendship with him in the matter of “giving and receiving” should not to be 
understood as a disguised request for more help. What he really seeks is “what may 
be credited to [their] account.” 
 
Here Paul is using a commercial illustration. The Philippians will accrue interest to 
their divine account as a result of their fruitfulness, their spiritual growth in the matter 
of giving. Some people have a utilitarian view of friendship. Aristotle said: “Most 
people think of friends as being those who are useful to us.” 
 
(4:18) I have received full payment and have more than enough; I am amply supplied, 
now that I have received from Epaphroditus the gifts you sent. They are a fragrant 
offering, an acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to God. 
 
The financial language continues as Paul says, “I have received full payment and 
have more than enough.” In Paul’s day the language “received full payment” was 
written on a bill to mean “paid in full.” The gifts brought by Epaphroditus (2:25–30) 
had completely met his needs (“more than enough; I am amply supplied”), and Paul 
considers this contribution a sacrificial offering to God, made to further the Lord’s 
work by helping his servant. The phrase a fragrant offering” is used in Ephesians 5:2 
of Christ’s sacrificial offering of himself to God on man’s behalf (“Christ loved us 
and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God”). It reflects the 
Levitical ritual, the imagery of the burnt offering, which was understood as a 
“fragrant offering” to God. (e.g., Lev 1:9, 13, 17; 2:12). 
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(4:19) And my God will meet all your needs according to the riches of his glory in 
Christ Jesus. 
 

Since Paul is in prison and cannot reciprocate the Philippians’ act of friendship, he 
reminds them that his God will do what he himself is in not able to do, to reimburse 
them for their gifts to Paul. But more than that “God will meet all [their] needs.” 
Perhaps the Philippians had been so generous in their giving to Paul that they now 
found themselves in real need. What Paul says here agrees with other passages that 
state that those who share generously with others, especially to advance the work of 
the Lord, are promised a divine supply of anything they might lack because of their 
generosity (Prov 11:25; 19:17). 
 

2 Cor. 9:6–8, “Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and 
whoever sows generously will also reap generously. Each of you should give what 
you have decided in your heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God 
loves a cheerful giver. And God is able to bless you abundantly, so that in all things at 
all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work.” 
 

 (4:20) To our God and Father be glory for ever and ever. Amen. 
 

Paul closes this beautiful passage with a doxology. God’s providential care for his 
children should always be recognized by us. And when we reflect on God’s goodness 
to us, it should result in praise and worship. Even the eternal ages yet to come—
“forever and ever”—will not be sufficient to exhaust the praises that belong to him.  
 

C. Closing, 4:21–23 
 

 (4:21) Greet all God’s people in Christ Jesus. The brothers and sisters who are with me 
send greetings. 

 

It is possible that the remaining words of this letter were written by Paul’s own hand, 
which would follow the pattern set forth in 2 Thessalonians 3:17, “I, Paul, write this 
greeting in my own hand, which is the distinguishing mark in all my letters. This is how I 
write” (also Gal 6:11; Col 4:18). Paul sends greetings to every believer at Philippi, to be 
delivered to them probably by the leadership of the church to whom the letter was 
probably initially given. Paul’s associates (“the brothers and sisters who are with me”) 
also send their greetings. 

 

 (4:22) All God’s people here send you greetings, especially those who belong to 
Caesar’s household. 

 

“All God’s people” refers to the broader circle of believers in Rome. Paul also extends 
special greetings from “those who belong to Caesar’s household.” This expression 
denotes those engaged in imperial service, whether as slaves or freedmen, in Rome or 
elsewhere. 

 

 (4:23) The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit. Amen. 
 

The concluding benediction is exactly the same as Philemon 25 and similar to Galatians 
6:18. 


