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(with acknowledgements to InterVarsity Press) 

Introducing Philippians 
"Rejoice in the Lord always, I will say it again: Rejoice!" This is the apostle Paul writing, and not from a 

padded-leather office chair. Instead, he was a prisoner waiting for news that could result in his death. It 

isn't hard to get behind the words of Philippians and see the tension and uncertainty there. Yet through 

all this we see the example of a man whose life is filled with joy.  As we study Philippians, we discover 

Paul's secret: that a life lived for the glory of God will overflow with joy.  What a message for our hurting 

world! 

Philippi was an important city because it straddled the great east-west highway known as the Egnatian 

Way. The population of this city was cosmopolitan, being made up of Tracians, Greeks, Romans and a few 

Jews. In the centre of the city was a large forum surrounded by temples, a library, fountains, monuments 

and public baths.  In 42 B.C. Antony and Octavia defeated Brutus and Cassius near Philippi. In honour of 

his victory, Antony made Philippi a Roman colony. This provided the Philippians with special rights and 

privileges as Roman citizens, and they responded with a great deal of pride and loyalty. Women enjoyed 

a high status in Philippi—taking an active part in both public and business life. Because of this, women 

also had important responsibilities in the Philippian church. 

Paul founded this church sometime around the year A.D. 50, during his second missionary journey (Acts 

16:12-40). From the letter to the Philippians we learn that this church was taking its share of suffering 

(1:29), it was in some danger of division (1:27; 2:2; 4:2), it may have been leaning toward a doctrine of 

perfectionism (3:12-13), and it was threatened by the teaching of Judaizers—a group which insisted that 

all Christians adhere to Jewish laws and customs. But despite these problems, Paul's love for this church 

was obvious. He sincerely rejoiced at the progress they were making. 

We know that Paul was writing to the Philippians from prison (1:12-14). Unfortunately, it is not clear 

which prison he was writing from. If he was writing during his imprisonment in Rome, then the letter can 

be dated sometime between A.D. 61-63. However, many scholars have pointed out that the conditions 

which Paul describes seem much harsher than what we know of the Roman imprisonment (Acts 28:16, 

30-31). It could be that there was an earlier imprisonment not recorded in Acts. A good case has been 

made for Ephesus. If this is true, Philippians would have been written about A.D. 54. 

Paul had several reasons for writing this letter. He wanted to explain why he was sending a man named 

Epaphroditus back to Philippi. He also wanted to thank the Philippians for the gift of money they had sent 

and to reassure his friends of his condition. Also, the news Paul had received concerning the Philippians 

made him long to encourage and advise a church he loved. 
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Study 1 

Paul's Prayer for the Philippians 

 
 

Have any of your good friends ever told you what they appreciate about 

you? Have you ever listened while others prayed for you? If so, you know 

what a warm feeling it is to be assured that others care. In Philippians 1:1-

11 Paul prays and thanks God for his friends in Philippi. As you read the 

passage, try to imagine yourself sitting with the Philippian Christians as 

this letter is read for the first time. You might be meeting in the home of 

Lydia, a Christian businesswoman. Perhaps you would be seated next to 

the jailer who heard about Christ while guarding Paul and Silas. 

 

Warming Up to God 

When has someone encouraged you by praying for you? 

 

Read Philippians 1:1-11 

 

Discovering the Word 

1. What are Paul's feelings toward the Philippians (vv. 3-8)?  Why does he feel this way about them? 

2. What do verses 3-8 reveal about healthy Christian relationships? 

3. What are Paul's prayer requests for the Philippians (vv. 9-11)? 

4. Why would each of these qualities be essential to spiritual maturity? 

 

Applying the Word 

1. How can your present relationships be strengthened to become more like what is described  

 in verses 3-8? 

2. What does Paul's prayer teach about how we should pray for others? 

 

Responding in Prayer 

Divide into two’s or threes, and using Paul's prayer as a model, spend a few minutes thanking God and 

praying for each other as ones you love in Christ. 
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Study 2 

A Joyful Imprisonment 

 
In Philippians 1: 12—20  we discover that Paul is writing to the Phi-

lippians from prison. This puts a whole new perspective on the joyful 

mood of the letter. While Paul is writing, he is experiencing what 

most of us would describe as awful circumstances. Yet even at a 

time like this, Paul's first concern is that Christ is praised. This pas-

sage can teach us how to honour Christ in a difficult situation. 

 

 

Warming Up to God 

What people or things in life bring you the greatest joy? 

 

Read Philippians 1:12-30 

 

Discovering the Word 

1. What does Paul say has happened as a result of his imprisonment (vv. 12-14)? 

2. Compare the motives of the two groups described in verses 15-18. 

3. What are Paul's considerations in choosing between life and death (vv. 20-26)? 

4. What does it mean to conduct ourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel (vv. 27-30)? 

 

Applying the Word 

1. To what extent have you adopted Paul's attitude toward life and death? 

2. What are the most difficult circumstances you are presently facing? 

3. How can Christ be exalted in that situation? 

 

Responding in Prayer 

Break into two’s or three’s and pray for one another, particularly for any difficult circumstances that you 

have shared in the group.  Pray that you would learn to experience the joy that can emerge amidst sor-

row. 
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Study 3 

The Path of Humility 

 
Is it possible to have a good self-image and still be humble? Can a person 

want to be the best without being conceited? In Philippians 2:1-18 Paul di-

rects us to Jesus Christ, a person equal with God yet whose incarnation and 

life are the supreme example of humility. This passage urges us to imitate 

Christ's attitude. 

 

 

Warming Up to God 

What is the difference between humility and a poor self-image? 

 

Read Philippians 2:1-18 

 

Discovering the Word 

1. How can our experience of Christ and his Spirit (v. 1) help us to achieve the unity Paul desires in 

 verse 2? 

2. How do verses 3-4 help us to understand the nature of humility? 

3. How did each of Christ's actions illustrate humility and a concern for the interests of others  

(vv. 6-8)? 

4. In your own words, describe God's response to Jesus' humility (vv. 9-11). 

5. In verses 12-13 Paul says you are to "work out your salvation" because God "works in you." How are 

 these ideas related? 

 

Applying the Word 

1. Who might you be tempted to impress during the next few days? 

2. What act of humble service could you do for this person instead? 

 

Responding in Prayer 

Pray together for the opportunity to serve others as Christ has served you.  
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Study 4 

Servants of Christ 

 
When the Philippians heard that Paul was in prison, they sent one of 

their members-a man named Epaphroditus-to Paul with a gift of mon-

ey. It was his job to help Paul in any way necessary. Epaphroditus re-

turned home carrying the letter to the Philippians. 

In this next section of the letter, Paul outlines his future plans and ex-

plains why he is sending Epaphroditus back. The passage gives several 

beautiful examples of Christian service as displayed in the lives of Tim-

othy, Epaphroditus, Paul and the Philippians. 

 

 

Warming Up to God 

What do you enjoy most and least about serving others? 

 

Read Philippians 2:19-30 

 

Discovering the Word 

1. Imagine that Timothy is being sent to visit St Martin’s or your small group. What might he do to 

 help you? 

2. Why is Paul sending Epaphroditus back to Philippi (vv. 25-28)? 

3. How is Christ's attitude evident in the relationships among Paul, Epaphroditus and the Philippians 

(vv. 25-30)? 

4. Why is it important to honour people like Epaphroditus, especially in light of Christ's exaltation  

(2:9-11)? 

 

Applying the Word 

1. Examine your plans and goals during the coming week. How can you bring your own interests into 

 closer harmony with those of Jesus Christ? 

2. What are some practical ways you can serve those around you during the coming week? 

 

Responding in Prayer 

Pray that Christ will continue to give each of you the heart of a servant.  Pray that God will reveal ways in 

which your group can serve others. 
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Study 5 

Rejoice in the Lord 

 

Have you ever become excited about an idea only to be deflated by the 

realities of making it work? Sometimes trying to live a Christian life is like 

that. We start off excited about knowing the Lord, but it isn't long before 

the pressure of keeping "all the right rules" drains us of our joy. Unfortu-

nately, we can then swing too far in the other direction and decide, "I'm 

not going to be concerned about Christian conduct. If Jesus has saved me, 

then it doesn't matter how I live." This attitude will destroy our joy as 

quickly as the first. So what is the solution? Paul tells us in this passage. 

 

Warming Up to God 

What are some of your most important goals in life? 

 

Read Philippians 3 

 

Discovering the Word 

1. How does rejoicing in the Lord (v. 1) differ from other reasons for joy? 

2. Why were the people Paul warns against in verses 2-3 so dangerous? 

3. Contrast Paul the Pharisee (vv. 4-6) with Paul the Christian (vv. 7-11). How have his reasons for  

confidence changed? 

4. In verses 12-14 Paul compares himself to an athlete who is running a race. Why is this such an  

appropriate description of the Christian life? 

5. In verses 17-21 Paul contrasts Christians with "enemies of the cross." What are the concerns and 

 destiny of each group? 

 

Applying the Word 

1. Have you ever placed your confidence in something, thinking it would bring you closer to God, that 

 you now consider to be rubbish? Explain. 

2. In verse 6 Paul speaks of "legalistic righteousness." What legalisms are today's Christians pressured 

 to keep? 

3. How do these legalisms get in the way of knowing Christ and rejoicing in the Lord? 

 

Responding in Prayer 

Reflect on Paul's words "We eagerly await . . . the Lord Jesus Christ." Worship Christ together with your 

anticipation of His return. 
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Study 6 

Stand Firm in the Lord 

 
Take a moment to think of the people you care about most. What 

is your greatest desire for these people? As Paul thinks of the Phi-

lippians, his greatest desire is that they will stand firm in what 

they have been taught. But he is also aware of some problems 

which may cause their faith to weaken. He writes to warn them 

that in order to stand firm they must put an end to disagree-

ments, rejoice always and fill their thoughts with good things. 

 

Warming Up to God 

Do you find your stand in the Lord to be firmer or weaker than it 

was a year ago? What has made the difference? 

Read Philippians 4:1-9 

Discovering the Word 

1. Paul opens this chapter with the statement "that is how you should stand firm in the Lord." Look 

 back at 3:12-21. How are we to stand firm in the Lord? 

2. In verse 2 Paul pleads with Euodia and Syntyche "to agree with each other in the Lord." Why do you 

 think he is so concerned about their relationship? 

3. How can each of the promises and commands listed in verses 4-7 help you to be joyful, peaceful 

 and free from anxiety? 

4. How can improper thoughts rob us of the peace God desires for us? 

5. How can true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent or praiseworthy thoughts help to 

 cleanse our minds and restore our tranquility (v. 8)? 

Applying the Word 

1. What should be your response to disagreements within St Martin’s or your small group? 

2. In verse 9 Paul tells us that the God of peace will be with us as we practice what we have learned. 

 What have you learned in this passage that you need to put into practice? 

 

Responding in Prayer 

Pray together, asking God to show you the thoughts and attitudes which are robbing you of joy and weak-

ening your faith.  Pray for St Martin’s, that we would continue to agree with one another in the Lord. 
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Study 7 

Paul's Thank-You Note 
 

We've all written thank-you notes for gifts received for a birthday or for 

Christmas. Such notes usually include rather conventional phrases about 

the thankfulness of the recipient and the thoughtfulness of the giver. In 

Philippians 4 Paul thanks the Philippians for a gift of money they sent. 

However, it is a most unusual thank-you note. First he breaks the conven-

tional rules by waiting until the very end of the letter to say thank you. 

Then he writes as though he didn't really need the gift! 

 

Warming Up to God 

Have you thanked God for his many gifts to you lately? Take time to do so before you begin. 

 

Read Philippians 4:10-23 

 

Discovering the Word 

1. Paul thanks the Philippians not for the money but for the concern they have shown (v. 10). Why 

 would this have been more important to Paul? 

2. Many people believe they can only be content once they have reached a certain level of economic 

 prosperity. How does their view differ from Paul's secret of contentment (vv. 11-13)? 

3. How had the Philippians helped Paul both in the past and the present (vv. 14-18)? 

4. What benefits does Paul expect the Philippians to receive from their giving (vv. 17-19)? 

 

Applying the Word 

1. Many people complain that missionaries are always asking for money. How does this passage  

 provide a model for both missionaries and those who support them? 

2. How will this passage affect your giving? 

 

Responding in Prayer 

Pray for Christian workers you know, that they would have the emotional and financial support they 

need. 


