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Philippians 
Joy, Humility, and Strength in Christ 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Chosen Before the Foundation: A Study of the Book of 
Philippians 

The book of Philippians is one of the most encouraging and deeply personal letters written by 
Paul the Apostle. Though written from a prison cell, this letter overflows with joy, hope, peace, 
and unwavering confidence in Jesus Christ. It reveals the heart of a man whose circumstances 
could not shake his faith because his life was completely centered on Christ. 

 

The title Chosen Before the Foundation points to one of the great truths woven throughout the 
New Testament -- that God's people are not an accident of history, but part of His eternal plan 
and purpose. Before the world was created, God knew His children, called them by grace, and 
purposed to conform them into the image of His Son. The book of Philippians reflects the 
confidence, security, and purpose that come from belonging to Christ. 

 

Written to the church in Philippi, this letter reveals a close relationship between Paul and the 
believers there. The Philippian church had faithfully supported Paul's ministry and remained 
loyal to him during difficult times. In return, Paul writes to encourage them to stand firm in 



faith, remain united in love, and continue rejoicing in the Lord despite suffering and 
opposition. 

 

Joy Found in Christ Alone 

One of the central messages of Philippians is that true joy is found in Christ alone. Paul 
repeatedly speaks of rejoicing, even while imprisoned and facing uncertainty about his 
future. This joy is not rooted in comfort, success, or favorable circumstances, but in the 
unchanging reality of knowing Jesus Christ. Philippians teaches that believers can have 
peace and confidence because their lives are anchored in God's eternal purpose. 

 

Humility Modeled by Christ 

Another major theme throughout the book is humility. In chapter 2, Paul presents the 
ultimate example of humility through Jesus Christ, who willingly humbled Himself, took 
the form of a servant, and became obedient unto death on the cross. Believers are called to 
have the same mind and attitude, living with selflessness, unity, and love toward one 
another. 

 

Perseverance and Spiritual Focus 

Philippians also emphasizes perseverance and spiritual focus. Paul urges believers to press 
toward the heavenly prize, refusing to be distracted by worldly gain or discouraged by 
suffering. He reminds Christians that their true citizenship is in heaven and that their 
greatest goal is to know Christ more deeply. 

 

Throughout this study, we will examine the rich truths found in Philippians verse by verse, 
exploring themes of joy, suffering, humility, prayer, contentment, perseverance, and the 
believer's identity in Christ. This letter reminds us that the Christian life is not about merely 
surviving trials, but thriving spiritually through the power and presence of Christ. 

 

 

As you journey through this study, may you discover a deeper joy in the Lord, greater 
confidence in God's eternal plan, and renewed strength to live faithfully in every 
season of life. May you be reminded that if you belong to Christ, you were known, 
loved, and chosen by God before the foundation of the world, and He will faithfully 
complete the work He has begun in you. 

 

Philippians 
Joy, Humility, and Strength in Christ 

PREFACE 



 

Preface 
By Dr. Paul Crawford 

The book of Philippians is one of the most beloved and encouraging letters in all of Scripture. 
Though written by Paul the Apostle from a prison cell, it overflows with joy, confidence, peace, 
and hope. That alone should capture our attention. How can a man facing chains, uncertainty, 
suffering, and possible death speak so often about rejoicing? The answer is found throughout 
this remarkable letter: Paul's life was completely centered on Jesus Christ. 

 

As I began writing Chosen Before the Foundation: A Study of the Book of Philippians, I was 
continually reminded that the Christian life is not dependent upon outward circumstances but 
upon inward spiritual reality. The joy Paul speaks about is not shallow happiness tied to 
comfort or success. It is a deep confidence rooted in the sovereignty of God, the promises of 
Christ, and the assurance that believers belong to Him eternally. 

 

The title of this study reflects one of the great truths found throughout the New Testament -- 
that God's people were known and chosen by Him before the foundation of the world. 
Believers are not forgotten, abandoned, or left without purpose. We are part of God's eternal 
plan, redeemed by grace, sustained by His Spirit, and called to live for His glory. Philippians 
beautifully demonstrates what a life surrendered to that truth looks like. 

 

This letter also speaks powerfully to the modern church. We live in a world filled with anxiety, 
division, selfish ambition, fear, and constant distraction. Yet Philippians calls believers to 
something higher. It calls us to humility, unity, perseverance, spiritual maturity, and 
unwavering devotion to Christ. It reminds us that peace is found through prayer, contentment 
is found in Christ, and true purpose is found in living for the gospel. 

 

 

 

One of the greatest themes in Philippians is the humility of Jesus Christ. Chapter 2 
contains one of the clearest and most breathtaking portraits of Christ in all of 
Scripture. We see the Son of God willingly lay aside heavenly glory, take the form of a 
servant, and humble Himself unto death on the cross. Paul presents this not merely as 
doctrine to admire, but as an example believers are called to follow in daily life. 

 

 

 

As you read this verse-by-verse study, my prayer is that you will grow deeper in your 
understanding of God's Word and stronger in your walk with Christ. I pray that Philippians 



will challenge your thinking, strengthen your faith, encourage your heart, and renew your joy 
in the Lord. 

 

No matter what season of life you may be facing, this letter reminds us that Christ is sufficient. 
He is our peace in trouble, our strength in weakness, our hope in suffering, and our joy in 
every circumstance. 

 

Thank you for allowing me to walk with you through this incredible book of Scripture. May 
the Lord use these pages to deepen your love for Christ and help you press forward toward the 
heavenly calling found in Him. 

 

In Christ, 

Dr. Paul Crawford 

Philippians Chapter 1 

A Deep Expository Study: Partnership in the Gospel, the 
Confidence of Grace, and the Christ Who Is Gain Whether in Life 
or in Death 

 

Introduction to Philippians Chapter 1 

The Letter Written From Chains to a Community of Joy 

Philippians is the most personally warm of all Paul's letters. It is not written to correct a 
theological crisis, as Galatians was. It is not written to address a fractured community, as 1 
Corinthians was. It is not written as a comprehensive theological treatise, as Romans was. It is 
written by a man in prison, to a community he loves with extraordinary tenderness, to thank 
them for their partnership in the gospel, to share his own circumstances with transparent 
honesty, and to call them -- from his chains -- to the joy and peace that are available to every 
person who is rooted in the life of Christ. 

The word 'joy' or 'rejoice' appears sixteen times in four chapters. This is remarkable not 
because of what is said but because of where it is said from. Paul is writing from prison -- 
almost certainly Roman custody, awaiting trial before Caesar, uncertain whether the verdict 
will be his release or his execution. His circumstances are about as far from what the modern 
world would consider joyful as it is possible to be. And yet the letter is saturated with joy -- not 
the shallow, circumstance-dependent happiness that rises and falls with the conditions of life, 
but the deep, Christ-rooted, Spirit-sustained joy that Paul knows is available regardless of 
what the external situation looks like. 

Philippians chapter 1 establishes the foundation for everything that follows in the letter. It 
opens with Paul's characteristic greeting, moves immediately into one of the most affectionate 
thanksgiving prayers in his correspondence, and then gives an extraordinary account of how 



Paul has reframed his imprisonment -- not as a setback to the gospel but as an advance of it, 
not as a reason for despair but as an occasion for the display of Christ. The chapter closes with 
one of the most compressed and most profound theological statements about the meaning of 
Christian life and death in the entire New Testament: 'For to me, to live is Christ and to die is 
gain.' 

The City of Philippi and the Community There 

Philippi was a Roman colony in the region of Macedonia (modern northeastern Greece) -- a 
city of considerable strategic and symbolic importance. As a Roman colony, it enjoyed a 
special status that meant its citizens were effectively Roman citizens wherever they lived, 
governed by Roman law, and deeply shaped by Roman culture and Roman civic pride. The 
church Paul planted there on his second missionary journey (Acts 16) was the first Christian 
community in Europe, born out of the remarkable combination of a riverside prayer meeting, 
a businesswoman named Lydia whose heart the Lord opened, and a possessed slave girl 
whose deliverance triggered a riot, a beating, and an imprisonment from which God released 
Paul and Silas through an earthquake. The Philippian church was born in suffering and 
wonder from the very beginning. 

Paul had a uniquely deep relationship with the Philippian community. Of all the churches he 
planted, the Philippians were the only ones who regularly sent him financial support (4:15-
16). They had sent Epaphroditus with a gift to Paul during his current imprisonment. And 
now Paul writes back -- from prison, with Epaphroditus recently recovered from a near-fatal 
illness -- with a letter that is essentially a conversation between friends who love each other 
and love the same gospel. 

The Structure of Chapter 1 

The chapter moves through five major sections. First, the greeting -- Paul and Timothy as 
servants of Christ Jesus, writing to all the saints in Philippi together with the overseers and 
deacons (vv. 1-2). Second, the thanksgiving and prayer -- Paul's affectionate, confident, 
theologically grounded gratitude and intercession for the Philippians (vv. 3-11). Third, the 
account of Paul's imprisonment and its unexpected advance of the gospel -- how his chains 
have become a platform rather than a cage (vv. 12-18). Fourth, the meditation on life and 
death -- Paul's extraordinary equanimity in the face of potential execution, his inability to 
choose between life and death because both are gain in Christ (vv. 19-26). Fifth, the call to live 
worthy of the gospel -- to stand firm, to not be frightened by opponents, and to understand 
that suffering for Christ is a privilege granted alongside faith (vv. 27-30). 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we come to Philippians chapter 1 asking You to give us what Paul had -- the 
kind of joy that does not depend on circumstances, the kind of confidence that is not shaken by 
chains, and the kind of clarity about life and death that can say 'to live is Christ and to die is 
gain' and mean it with every fiber of their being. We know that we do not naturally possess 
these things. We know how quickly our joy evaporates when our circumstances change, how 
easily our confidence is shaken when what we had counted on is taken away, how muddled 
our thinking about life and death becomes when we are facing their actual weight. 

So we ask for the Spirit who produces these realities -- who makes Christ genuinely the center 
of life, who gives the peace that surpasses understanding, who grounds joy not in what is 
happening around us but in who is living within us. And as we read Paul's account of his 



imprisonment and his magnificent meditation on life and death, let his clarity become ours. 
Let his confidence in the gospel produce confidence in us. Let his joy in chains become our joy 
in whatever chains we are wearing. In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

 

Philippians 1:1-2 -- The Greeting: Servants, Saints, 
Overseers, and Deacons 

Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all God's holy people in Christ Jesus at 
Philippi, together with the overseers and deacons: Grace and peace to you from God our 
Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

This is Paul and Timothy writing -- and notice how they describe themselves: not as 
apostles or leaders with impressive titles, but as servants of Christ Jesus. They are 
writing to all of God's holy people in Philippi -- every single member of the community 
who has been set apart through faith in Christ -- along with the overseers and deacons 
who lead and serve among them. And the greeting itself is a packed theological 
statement: grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Grace is the undeserved gift; peace is what grace produces. Both flow from the same 
single source -- the Father and the Son together. 

 

"Servants of Christ Jesus" 

Paul's self-identification in the greeting of Philippians is notably different from many of his 
other letters. He does not open by emphasizing his apostleship -- as he does in Galatians 
(where his authority is under attack) or Romans (where he is introducing himself to a 
community he has not visited). He opens as a servant -- literally, a slave (doulos) -- of Christ 
Jesus. This is the posture of the entire letter. In the most personally intimate of Paul's letters, 
written to the community he loves most deeply, he identifies himself first in relation to Christ 
rather than in relation to the Philippians. He is Christ's servant, which means everything he 
does -- including writing this letter -- is done in that capacity, in service of the Lord he belongs 
to. The servant identity is not a diminishment. In the framework of Philippians, the one who 
is truly Christ's servant is the freest and most joyful person alive. 

"All God's Holy People in Christ Jesus at Philippi" 

The address is comprehensive and deliberate: 'all God's holy people.' Paul is not writing to the 
spiritual elite or the especially committed. He is writing to all the saints -- every member of 
the community who has been set apart by God through faith in Christ Jesus. The inclusion of 
'all' anticipates the letter's repeated concern for unity (2:1-4, 4:2-3) -- Paul loves the whole 
community, prays for the whole community, and writes to the whole community. The phrase 
'in Christ Jesus at Philippi' holds together the community's transcendent identity (in Christ, 
members of the new humanity, citizens of a heavenly commonwealth -- as he will say in 3:20) 
and their specific, geographical, historical location (at Philippi, in Macedonia, living as an 



outpost of the kingdom of God in the middle of a proudly Roman colonial city). The saints are 
always both -- rooted in a specific place and belonging to a community that transcends every 
place. 

 

Philippians 1:3-11 -- The Thanksgiving and Prayer: 
Confidence, Partnership, and the Love That Grows 
in Knowledge 

I thank my God every time I remember you. In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray 
with joy because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, being 
confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until 
the day of Christ Jesus. It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you 
in my heart and, whether I am in chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all of you 
share in God's grace with me. God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of 
Christ Jesus. And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in 
knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be 
pure and blameless for the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes 
through Jesus Christ -- to the glory and praise of God. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Every single time I think of you, I thank God for you. In every prayer I pray for all of 
you, there is joy -- because from the very first day you heard the gospel, you have been 
genuine partners in it with me, right up to today. And here is the confidence I carry for 
you: the God who started something in you is going to finish it. He will keep working 
until the day Christ Jesus returns. I feel this way about all of you because you are 
genuinely in my heart -- whether I am in chains or out, you are right there with me in 
the grace of God. And I want God Himself to know the witness to this -- I long for you 
all with the very affection of Christ Jesus, not just my own. Here is my prayer for you: 
that your love would keep growing and growing -- not in a vague, general way, but with 
real knowledge and real spiritual insight, so that you can tell what actually matters, so 
that you are genuine and blameless when Christ comes, and so that you are full of the 
fruit of righteousness that only comes through Jesus Christ -- all to the glory and praise 
of God. 

 

"I Thank My God Every Time I Remember You" 

The opening of the thanksgiving is remarkable in its simplicity and its warmth. 'Every time I 
remember you.' Not occasionally, not in formal prayer times only -- every time. The memory 
of the Philippians is a consistent source of thanksgiving for Paul. Their faces, their 
faithfulness, their generosity, their partnership in the gospel -- these things surface in Paul's 
mind regularly, and every time they do, the response is thanks to God. This is one of the most 
revealing statements in the letter. Paul's relationship with the Philippians is not primarily 
professional or ministerial. It is genuinely personal and genuinely affectionate. He thinks 



about them. And when he thinks about them, he prays. The memory that produces prayer is 
one of the most beautiful descriptions of pastoral love in the New Testament. 

"Your Partnership in the Gospel from the First Day Until Now" 

The source of Paul's joy in prayer for the Philippians is their 'partnership in the gospel' -- the 
Greek word (koinonia) is the fellowship word, the word of deep mutual participation and 
sharing. The Philippians have not merely received the gospel Paul preached. They have 
become partners in its advance -- financially supporting his missionary work, sending 
Epaphroditus with their gift to his prison, praying for him in his chains, identifying 
themselves with his mission even when that identification came at a cost. 'From the first day 
until now' -- the partnership has been consistent and sustained. This is not a community that 
was initially enthusiastic and gradually lost interest. From the moment Lydia's household 
became the first European Christian community to the present moment of Paul's 
imprisonment, the Philippians have been steady partners. 

"He Who Began a Good Work in You Will Carry It On to Completion" 

Verse 6 contains one of the most beloved and most theologically significant promises in all of 
Paul's letters: 'being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to 
completion until the day of Christ Jesus.' This statement is Paul's confidence in the 
perseverance of the saints -- grounded not in the saints' own strength or faithfulness but in 
the faithfulness of the God who began the work. The logic is irreversible: if God began it, God 
will complete it. The one who initiated the work of grace in the Philippians -- the one who 
opened Lydia's heart, who used an earthquake to convert a jailer, who sent the gospel to 
Philippi in the first place -- that same God has not abandoned the work. This confidence is 
pastoral dynamite. It means that Paul's joy for the Philippians does not depend on their 
current spiritual condition. It depends on the character and the faithfulness of the God who 
has begun a work that He will not abandon. 

The Prayer for Abounding Love in Knowledge and Insight 

Paul's prayer for the Philippians is structured around love -- not as a vague, warm feeling but 
as a precisely qualified, knowledge-informed, discernment-shaped love. He does not pray 
merely that they would love more. He prays that their love would abound 'in knowledge and 
depth of insight' -- that their love would be increasingly shaped by accurate perception of 
reality, by genuine discernment of what matters and what does not, by the kind of spiritual 
intelligence that comes from minds renewed by the gospel and hearts formed by the Spirit. 
The Greek word for 'depth of insight' (aisthesis) is a word that refers to moral and spiritual 
perception -- the capacity to perceive the moral quality of situations, to feel the weight of what 
is genuinely important. The goal of this love informed by knowledge is threefold: to discern 
what is best, to be pure and blameless for the day of Christ, and to be filled with the fruit of 
righteousness -- all to the glory and praise of God. 

Key Observations 

• The 'every time I remember you' of verse 3 reveals a pastoral relationship 
characterized by constant, affectionate, prayer-producing memory. 

• 'Partnership in the gospel' (koinonia) names a sustained, consistent, costly 
co-participation in the mission that began the first day and continues to the 
present. 



• 'He who began a good work will carry it on to completion' grounds 
perseverance in divine faithfulness, not human strength -- the completing is 
God's work, not the believer's achievement. 

• Paul's longing for the Philippians is characterized as 'the affection of 
Christ Jesus' -- Christ's own love flowing through the apostle toward His church. 

• The prayer for love to abound in knowledge and insight describes love that 
is not sentimental but discerning -- shaped by accurate perception and growing 
spiritual intelligence. 

• The entire movement of thanksgiving and prayer aims at the glory and 
praise of God -- the community's flourishing is not an end in itself but the display of 
who God is. 

 

 

Philippians 1:12-18 -- The Gospel Advance Through 
Imprisonment: Chains as Platform 

Now I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that what has happened to me has actually 
served to advance the gospel. As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace 
guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ. And because of my chains, most 
of the brothers and sisters have become confident in the Lord and dare all the more to 
proclaim the word of God without fear. It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and 
rivalry, but others out of goodwill. The latter do so out of love, knowing that I am put here 
for the defense of the gospel. The former preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, 
intending to stir up trouble for me while I am in chains. But what does it matter? The 
important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is 
preached. And because of this I rejoice. Yes, and I will continue to rejoice. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

I want you to understand what is actually happening with my situation: what has 
happened to me has advanced the gospel, not held it back. The whole palace guard -- 
thousands of Roman soldiers -- now knows that I am here in chains for Christ. My 
imprisonment has made that crystal clear to everyone. And here is what my chains 
have done to the believers here in Rome: they have gotten bolder. They see me standing 
firm and they are daring to proclaim the word of God without fear. Now, I will be 
honest with you -- some people are preaching Christ right now because they see an 
opportunity to get ahead while I am sidelined. They are trying to add to my trouble. But 
others are preaching out of genuine love, knowing that I am here precisely to defend 
the gospel. Either way, here is where I land: so what? The important thing is that Christ 
is being preached -- whether the motive is pure or not. And that is cause for rejoicing. 
And I am going to keep rejoicing. 

 

"What Has Happened to Me Has Actually Served to Advance the 
Gospel" 



The opening of this section is one of the most remarkable pieces of perspective-management 
in all of Paul's letters. He is in prison. His ministry has been interrupted. His future is 
uncertain. He is in chains. And his report to the Philippians is not 'I'm getting through it' or 'I 
hope things improve soon.' His report is: what has happened to me has served to advance the 
gospel. The word for advance (prokope) was a military and philosophical term -- it meant the 
progress of an army through difficult terrain. Paul applies it to the gospel: the difficult, 
constraining, apparently limiting circumstances of his imprisonment have not impeded the 
gospel's progress. They have advanced it. The chains have not been a cage -- they have been a 
catapult. This is not denial of the difficulty. It is theological vision -- the perception that comes 
from understanding who is ultimately in charge and what the ultimate purpose is. 

The Penetration of the Praetorian Guard 

The first specific advance Paul names is the penetration of the gospel into the praetorium -- 
the entire palace guard. This elite military unit, consisting of thousands of soldiers stationed 
in Rome, had been given the specific task of guarding Paul. And in the course of that guarding, 
they had been given front-row access to the testimony of a man who prayed without ceasing, 
who received visitors and proclaimed the gospel with boldness, who maintained inexplicable 
peace and joy in the midst of confinement. The chains that were meant to contain Paul 
became the means by which the gospel entered one of the most strategically significant 
institutions in the Roman Empire. What the devil intended as a silencing became a platform. 
What Rome intended as a punishment became a pulpit. This is the pattern that runs through 
the entire biblical narrative -- from Joseph's pit to Daniel's lion's den to the cross itself. 

Preaching Christ From Mixed Motives -- and Paul's Response 

Paul acknowledges that some are preaching Christ from envy and rivalry -- using his 
imprisonment as an opportunity to advance their own ministry at his expense. His response is 
one of the most disarming statements in all of his letters: 'But what does it matter? The 
important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached. 
And because of this I rejoice.' This is not indifference to motive -- Paul cares deeply about 
character and integrity throughout his letters. This is rather a subordination of the secondary 
concern (the motive of the preacher) to the primary concern (the content of the message being 
proclaimed). If Christ is being preached -- if the actual content of the gospel is being 
proclaimed -- then the gospel is doing what the gospel does, regardless of the impurity of the 
vessel through which it is being delivered. This is a remarkable confidence in the power of the 
Word itself. 

Key Observations 

• 'Has served to advance the gospel' is a declaration of theological vision -- 
seeing the actual situation through the lens of God's ultimate purposes, not the enemy's 
apparent success. 

• The penetration of the praetorian guard is the first specific advance -- the 
chains that were meant to contain Paul became the means of gospel access to Rome's 
elite military unit. 

• Courage is contagious -- Paul's faithfulness in suffering has raised the boldness of 
the entire Roman Christian community. 

• The response to preaching from mixed motives is confidence in the power 
of gospel content -- if Christ is preached, the gospel does what the gospel does. 



• 'I will continue to rejoice' is a decision, not a description -- joy is a chosen 
posture grounded in theological conviction, not a feeling produced by favorable 
circumstances. 

 

 

Philippians 1:19-26 -- To Live Is Christ, to Die Is 
Gain: The Theology of the Unlosable Life 

for I know that through your prayers and God's provision of the Spirit of Jesus Christ what 
has happened to me will turn out for my deliverance. I eagerly expect and hope that I will 
in no way be ashamed, but will have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be 
exalted in my body, whether by my life or by my death. For to me, to live is Christ and to 
die is gain. If I am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful labor for me. Yet what 
shall I choose? I do not know! I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with 
Christ, which is better by far; but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body. 
Convinced of this, I know that I will remain, and I will continue with all of you for your 
progress and joy in the faith, so that through my being with you again your boasting in 
Christ Jesus will abound on account of me. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

I know that through your prayers and the provision of the Spirit of Jesus Christ, my 
situation is going to turn out for my deliverance. My deep expectation and hope is that 
I will not be put to shame -- that I will have the courage I need, as I have always had, so 
that Christ will be made visible and great through my body, whether that means I live 
or whether it means I die. Because here is the reality for me: to live is Christ, and to die 
is gain. If I keep living in this body, that means fruitful work -- and that is good. But 
honestly? I am genuinely torn. I want to leave and be with Christ -- that is better by far, 
no question. But staying here in the body is more necessary for your sake. And because 
I am convinced of that, I know I will stay. I will be here with all of you for your progress 
and joy in the faith, so that when we are together again your pride in what Christ has 
done through me can overflow. 

 

"Christ Will Be Exalted in My Body, Whether by My Life or by My 
Death" 

Verse 20 contains what is arguably the most comprehensive statement of the Christian life's 
purpose in the entire letter: 'now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by my 
life or by my death.' The purpose of Paul's existence -- in chains or free, alive or dead -- is the 
exaltation of Christ. Not the advancement of Paul's ministry. Not the comfort of Paul's life. 
Not the vindication of Paul's reputation. The exaltation of Christ. And this purpose is 
remarkably robust -- it is served equally by his life and by his death, because both are 
situations in which Christ can be magnified. The word 'exalted' (megalynthēsetai) describes 
the making visible of what is already great. Christ is already great -- He is far above all rule 
and authority. But He can be made visible in His greatness through the life and death of those 
who belong to Him. 



"For to Me, to Live Is Christ and to Die Is Gain" 

This is one of the most quoted and least understood verses in the New Testament. Its power 
lies in its balance -- the equal treatment of life and death as both being governed by and 
fulfilled in Christ. 'To live is Christ' -- life, for Paul, is not a possession he holds independently 
of Christ. It is not his own project, to be organized around his own purposes and pleasures. 
Life is Christ -- the daily, moment-by-moment, all-encompassing reality of a life in which 
Christ is the center, the content, the purpose, and the meaning. This is why Paul can be in 
chains and still have a life worth living. The chains cannot take away what his life is actually 
about. 'To die is gain' -- if to live is Christ, then death is not loss. Death, for the person whose 
life is Christ, is the removal of everything that stands between the believer and the fullest 
possible experience of the One who has been the content of the life all along. Death takes 
nothing that the believer ultimately possesses. It gives the fullness of the very thing the life 
was always about. 

"I Am Torn Between the Two" 

The tension Paul describes in verses 22-24 is one of the most humanly honest passages in all 
of his letters. He is genuinely torn. He does not pretend that he has no preference or that the 
choice between life and death is easy. He desires to depart -- to leave the body, to go to be with 
Christ, which is 'better by far' (literally, 'much more better' -- a stacked comparative that Paul 
uses to express the incomparable superiority of the immediate presence of Christ). But he also 
knows that his remaining in the body is necessary for the Philippians -- for their progress and 
joy in the faith. The torn-ness is not weakness. It is the expression of a person in whom two 
genuine loves are pulling in different directions -- the love of Christ that longs for His fullness, 
and the love of the community that longs for their flourishing. Paul does not resolve the 
tension by suppressing one of the two loves. He holds both -- and then, with remarkable 
pastoral clarity, he sets aside his own preference in favor of what is 'more necessary' for the 
community. 

Key Observations 

• The prayers of the community are spiritually operative -- Paul takes 
Philippian intercession as a genuine resource, not a polite formality. 

• 'Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death' is the most 
comprehensive statement of life's purpose in the letter -- the exaltation of 
Christ through every circumstance. 

• 'To live is Christ' defines life not as a possession Paul holds but as a reality 
in which Christ is the center, content, and meaning -- making the life 
invulnerable to circumstantial diminishment. 

• 'To die is gain' is not a death wish but a theological clarity -- death takes 
nothing that the Christ-centered life ultimately possesses, and gives the fullness of 
what the life was always about. 

• The torn-ness between life and death is humanly honest and theologically 
coherent -- two genuine loves in tension, resolved by the self-emptying prioritization 
of the community's need. 

• 'Progress and joy in the faith' name the dual goals of Paul's remaining -- 
movement forward in maturity and the deep, grounded joy that the gospel always 
produces. 



 

 

Philippians 1:27-30 -- Live Worthy of the Gospel: 
Unity, Courage, and the Gift of Suffering 

Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. Then, 
whether I come and see you or only hear about you in my absence, I will know that you 
stand firm in the one Spirit, striving together as one for the faith of the gospel without 
being frightened in any way by those who oppose you. This is a sign to them that they will 
be destroyed, but that you will be saved -- and that by God. For it has been granted to you 
on behalf of Christ not only to believe in him, but also to suffer for him, since you are going 
through the same struggle you saw I had, and now hear that I still have. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Whatever happens with me -- whether I make it there or only hear reports about you -- 
live as citizens of the gospel. That is what I want to know: that you are standing firm in 
one Spirit, side by side, striving together for the faith of the gospel as a united team. 
And do not be afraid of anyone who opposes you -- not for a moment. That kind of 
fearlessness in the face of opposition is actually a sign. To them, it is a sign of their own 
coming judgment. To you, it is a sign of your salvation -- and God is the one doing that. 
Because here is something you need to understand: it has been given to you as a gift -- 
a grace gift -- not only to believe in Christ, but also to suffer for Him. Both of these are 
granted on His behalf. You are going through the same kind of struggle you saw me go 
through when I was with you, and the same kind you hear I am still in right now. 

 

"Conduct Yourselves in a Manner Worthy of the Gospel of Christ" 

The call to live worthy of the gospel echoes the identical call in Ephesians 4:1 -- but the 
specific vocabulary Paul uses here carries its own distinctive weight. The Greek word 
translated 'conduct yourselves' is politeuesthe -- a political and civic term, related to the word 
for citizen (polites) and for city-state (polis). It means to live as a citizen, to conduct oneself in 
the way appropriate to one's citizenship. In Philippi, where Roman citizenship was a defining 
source of civic pride and identity, this language would have landed with particular force. Paul 
is saying: you have a citizenship that defines you more fundamentally than your Roman 
citizenship. You are citizens of the commonwealth of heaven (3:20). Let your conduct be 
shaped not by the values and norms of the surrounding Roman culture but by the gospel of 
Christ. The community in Philippi is a colony of heaven in the middle of a colony of Rome. 

Stand Firm, Strive Together, Fear Nothing 

The worthy conduct Paul immediately describes is communal rather than individual: 'stand 
firm in the one Spirit, striving together as one for the faith of the gospel.' Two images are used 
simultaneously. 'Stand firm' is the military image of the soldier holding their ground -- 
refusing to retreat, refusing to give ground, refusing to abandon the post under pressure. 
'Striving together' (synathleo) is the athletic image of a team competing together -- contending 
alongside one another, as athletic teammates working in concert toward a shared goal. 



Together, the two images describe a community that holds its ground under pressure and 
works in coordinated effort toward a shared goal. The refusal of fear in verse 28 is itself a sign 
-- to the opponents, it is a sign of their coming destruction, because it reveals that the 
community believes in a power greater than what the opponents can bring to bear. And it is 
simultaneously a sign to the community itself that they will be saved -- and that by God. 

"It Has Been Granted to You to Suffer for Him" 

Verse 29 contains one of the most countercultural statements about suffering in the entire 
New Testament: 'For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe in him, 
but also to suffer for him.' The word 'granted' (echaristhe -- from charis, grace) is the gift 
word. Suffering for Christ has been given to the Philippians as a gift of grace. This is not 
masochism. It is not the glorification of pain for its own sake. It is the recognition that 
suffering for the gospel is a form of identification with Christ -- a sharing in what He endured, 
a participation in the fellowship of His sufferings (3:10). The community that suffers for 
Christ is not suffering alone and not suffering randomly. They are being given the privilege -- 
the gift -- of entering into the experience of the One whose death gave them their life. This 
reframing of suffering as gift is only possible for people who genuinely understand what gift 
means in the gospel's economy. 

Key Observations 

• Politeuesthe (conduct yourselves) is civic language -- live as citizens of the 
commonwealth of heaven, letting the mother country's culture be visible in the colony's 
life. 

• Standing firm and striving together are military and athletic images 
combined -- the community holding ground while working in coordinated effort 
toward a shared goal. 

• The refusal of fear is itself a sign -- both to opponents (of their coming judgment) 
and to the community (of their salvation by God). 

• Suffering for Christ is described as a gift of grace (echaristhe) -- the 
deliberate, purposeful grant of participation in Christ's own experience. 

• The continuity of suffering connects the Philippians' experience to Paul's 
and both to the pattern of the cross -- suffering for the gospel is not an anomaly but the 
expected form of faithful gospel witness. 

 

 

What This Chapter Means for Us Today 

1. Let Your Memory of Others Produce Prayer -- and Let That 
Prayer Be Joyful 

Paul's pattern -- 'every time I remember you, I thank my God' -- is both a model of pastoral 
love and a practical discipline available to every believer. The people who cross your mind 
throughout the day are not accidental -- they are opportunities for intercession. And the 
prayer Paul offers for the Philippians is not anxious or burdensome. It is joyful -- rooted in 



confidence in the God who began the work and will complete it. To pray for others with the joy 
that comes from confidence in God's faithfulness is one of the most transforming practices of 
the Christian life. It shifts the orientation of the mind from the problem to the problem-solver, 
from the difficulty to the One who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or 
imagine. 

2. Ground Your Confidence in God's Faithfulness, Not Human 
Performance 

The confidence Paul expresses in verse 6 -- 'he who began a good work in you will carry it on 
to completion' -- is the antidote to the twin failures of spiritual pride and spiritual despair. 
Pride says: look how far I have come. Despair says: look how far I still have to go, or look how 
badly I have failed. Confidence in God's completing work says: the One who began this is 
faithful, and He has not abandoned the project. Your spiritual progress is not ultimately 
dependent on the consistency of your effort. It is dependent on the faithfulness of the God 
who initiated the work and who will bring it to the appointed completion. Stand on this. 
Especially in the seasons when you cannot see the progress, when the failures seem to 
outweigh the gains. 

3. Reframe Your Constraints as Platforms 

The most practically applicable truth of verses 12-18 is the reframing of limitations as 
opportunities. Paul's chains became his platform. The confinement that was meant to silence 
him became the condition under which the gospel penetrated the praetorian guard. What in 
your life is functioning as a constraint -- an illness, a difficult relationship, an unwanted 
circumstance, a season of limitation -- that might actually be a divinely arranged platform for 
the gospel's advance? The question is not: how do I get out of this? The question is: what is 
the gospel doing in this? The answer may surprise you. 

4. Make "To Live Is Christ" the Organizing Principle of Your Life 

The statement 'to live is Christ' is not merely a sentiment to admire from a distance. It is a 
description of a life that is actually organized around the person of Jesus Christ -- where He is 
genuinely the center, the content, the purpose, and the meaning of the whole. For most 
believers, the honest assessment would produce a different completion of the sentence: 'to live 
is my family,' or 'to live is my career,' or 'to live is my comfort.' None of those lives can say 'to 
die is gain,' because death takes all of those things. Only the life whose center is Christ can 
face death without terror -- because death takes nothing that the life was ultimately about, 
and gives everything toward which the life was always moving. 

5. Receive Suffering as Part of the Gospel's Normal Package 

Verse 29 -- 'it has been granted to you to suffer for him' -- is perhaps the most practically 
challenging truth in the chapter for contemporary Western Christianity, which tends to treat 
suffering as evidence that something has gone wrong. Paul treats it as evidence that 
something has gone right -- that the community is genuinely participating in the life of the 
One who was crucified before He was raised, who suffered before He was glorified, who 
entered the darkness before He became the light. The community that suffers for the gospel is 
not a community that has failed to claim its blessings. It is a community that is sharing in the 



fellowship of Christ's sufferings -- and therefore is guaranteed to share in the fellowship of His 
resurrection. 

 

How This Chapter Relates to Today 
Philippians chapter 1 addresses with extraordinary directness the questions that preoccupy 
the contemporary church and the contemporary believer. How do I maintain joy when my 
circumstances are difficult? How do I find meaning when my freedom is constrained? How do 
I face my own mortality without being undone by fear? How do I respond when opponents are 
using religion for their own advancement? How do I hold suffering and grace together without 
contradiction? 

Paul's answers are not theoretical. They are the answers of a man who is living them -- in 
chains, facing possible execution, watching rivals capitalize on his misfortune, separated from 
communities he loves. And from that position, he writes about joy with more credibility than 
any comfortable teacher could possibly muster. 

The contemporary church needs the theology of this chapter -- the understanding of life as 
Christ rather than as the sum of pleasant experiences, the understanding of death as gain 
rather than as catastrophe, the understanding of suffering as gift rather than as punishment, 
the understanding of limitations as platforms rather than as prisons. In a culture that is 
obsessed with the management of personal comfort and the avoidance of suffering, 
Philippians 1 is both profoundly countercultural and profoundly liberating. It offers the only 
joy that cannot be taken away -- because it is grounded not in circumstances but in the One 
who is the same yesterday, today, and forever, who began a good work and will carry it on to 
completion, and in whom both life and death are equally, inexhaustibly, eternally gain. 

 

 



 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we come to the close of Philippians chapter 1 having encountered a man 
whose joy is inexplicable by any natural standard. He is in chains. His trial is pending. His 
rivals are using his imprisonment for their own advantage. He does not know whether he will 
live or die. And he is full of joy -- not the shallow, circumstance-dependent joy of someone 
whose life is going well, but the deep, Christ-rooted, Spirit-sustained joy of someone who 
knows that to live is Christ and to die is gain. 

Lord, we want that joy. Not the performance of it, not the appearance of it -- the reality of it. 
The joy that comes from the certainty that You who began a good work in us will carry it on 
to completion. The joy that comes from seeing our limitations as platforms rather than 
prisons. The joy that comes from knowing that Christ will be exalted in our bodies whether by 
our living or our dying. The joy that comes from standing firm in one Spirit with the 
community of faith, striving together for the gospel without being frightened by the 
opposition that the world, the flesh, and the enemy consistently bring. 

Forgive us for finding our joy in things that can be taken away. Forgive us for organizing our 
lives around what we might complete instead of the One in whom every completion is already 
secured. Forgive us for treating suffering as evidence of Your absence when You have said it 
is a gift of participation in the experience of Your Son. 

Give us Paul's clarity. Give us Paul's courage. Give us Paul's love for the community that 
prays for him and partners with him and carries his heart. And give us Paul's prayer -- that 
our love would abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that we might 
discern what is best, be pure and blameless for the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of 
righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ. To the glory and praise of God. Amen. 

 

Philippians Chapter 2 

A Deep Expository Study: The Mind of Christ, the Humility of 
God, the Working Out of Salvation, and the Lives That Make the 
Gospel Visible 

 

Introduction to Philippians Chapter 2 

The Chapter Where Heaven Stoops and Humanity Is Called to 
Follow 

Philippians chapter 2 is one of the most theologically majestic and practically demanding 
chapters in the entire New Testament. It opens with the most intimate of communal appeals -
- four conditional clauses that are really four declarations of shared gospel reality -- and it 
closes with the commendation of two men whose lives embody in concrete, ordinary, costly 
ways the very pattern of Christ that the chapter describes. Between those two poles stands one 
of the most breathtaking theological passages in all of Scripture: the Christ hymn of verses 6 
through 11, in which the arc of the Son of God from the heights of eternal glory to the depths 
of the cross and back to the pinnacle of cosmic lordship is traced in language of concentrated 



magnificence that has produced wonder, debate, and worship in equal measure across twenty 
centuries. 

The chapter does not allow the theology of the Christ hymn to remain in the realm of 
devotional admiration. It insists on the practical, daily, community-shaping implications of 
what it describes. The mind of Christ -- His orientation toward self-emptying, servant-shaped, 
other-prioritizing love -- is the mind that Paul calls the Philippians to have in their 
relationships with one another. The pattern of Christ's descent and exaltation is not merely a 
doctrine to be held. It is a way of living to be embodied. The community that genuinely 
understands who Christ is and what He did will find that understanding pressing them 
irresistibly toward humility, toward the prioritization of others' interests over their own, 
toward the willingness to take the low place and trust God for the exaltation. 

Chapter 2 also addresses, more explicitly than any other section of the letter, the question of 
unity in the community. The appeal to 'be of the same mind' (verse 2) and to 'do nothing from 
selfish ambition or vain conceit' (verse 3) suggests that the Philippian community, for all its 
genuine virtue and partnership in the gospel, is experiencing some strain in its internal 
relationships. Chapter 2 is Paul's most sustained and most theologically grounded response to 
that tension -- not a set of conflict-management techniques but a Christological vision that, 
when genuinely embraced, makes the petty competitions and self-assertions of community 
life look as foolish as they actually are. 

The Structure of Chapter 2 

The chapter moves through five major sections. First, the appeal to unity grounded in the 
shared realities of the gospel -- four conditional clauses that are really four affirmations 
building toward a single communal call (vv. 1-4). Second, the Christ hymn -- the theological 
foundation of the ethical appeal, tracing Christ's descent from divine equality to the cross and 
His exaltation to universal lordship (vv. 5-11). Third, the call to work out salvation with fear 
and trembling, grounded in the reality that God is at work in the community producing both 
the will and the doing of His good pleasure (vv. 12-18). Fourth, the commendation of Timothy 
-- Paul's spiritual son, whose pattern of other-oriented service exemplifies the mind of Christ 
(vv. 19-24). Fifth, the commendation of Epaphroditus -- the Philippian church's messenger, 
who risked his life in service of the gospel (vv. 25-30). 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we come to Philippians chapter 2 knowing that we are about to encounter 
the most demanding and the most beautiful ethical standard in the New Testament -- the 
mind of Christ. The One who was in the form of God did not count equality with God a thing 
to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a servant. Lord, we know how unlike 
this we are. We know how tightly we grasp what we have and what we think we deserve. We 
know how rarely we genuinely consider others more significant than ourselves. 

So we ask for the very thing Paul prays the Philippians would have -- the mind of Christ. Not 
merely an intellectual understanding of the Christ hymn. Not the ability to outline its 
theological structure. But the actual formation of our inner life around the pattern it 
describes -- the self-emptying that trusts God for exaltation, the servant posture that finds 
dignity in the low place, the other-prioritizing love that looks not to its own interests but to 
the interests of others. Do this in us, Lord. In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 



 

Philippians 2:1-4 -- The Appeal to Unity: Four 
Realities and One Call 

Therefore if you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort 
from his love, if any common sharing in the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then 
make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and 
of one mind. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value 
others above yourselves, not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests 
of the others. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Paul opens with four 'if' statements -- but they are not really questions. They are better 
read as 'since': since you genuinely have encouragement from your union with Christ, 
since you have the comfort of His love, since you really do share the same Holy Spirit, 
since there is real tenderness and compassion among you -- then here is what I am 
asking: make my joy complete. Be like-minded. Have the same love. Be one in spirit 
and purpose. Do absolutely nothing out of selfish ambition or the hunger for empty 
recognition. Instead, in genuine humility, actually consider others more important 
than yourselves. Stop staring at your own interests and start looking at what the people 
around you need. 

 

The Four Conditional Clauses -- Really Four Affirmations 

Paul opens with four 'if' clauses -- but in Greek (ei with the indicative), they assume the truth 
of what they assert. They are better translated as 'since.' The four conditions are four 
declarations of the shared spiritual reality that the Philippian community possesses. 'Since 
there is encouragement in being united with Christ' -- the paraklesis of union with Christ is 
the concrete, experienced reality of being held, sustained, and emboldened by the presence of 
the living Christ. 'Since there is comfort from his love' -- the specific consolation that comes 
from knowing one is loved by the One who gave Himself on the cross. 'Since there is common 
sharing in the Spirit' -- the koinonia of the Spirit, the deep mutual participation in the same 
indwelling Spirit that every genuine believer possesses. 'Since there is tenderness and 
compassion' -- the gut-level, whole-person compassion that is the felt quality of life in a 
community that has been loved by Christ. Given all of this -- given that these four magnificent 
realities are genuinely true -- the single, practical response Paul asks for is unity. 

"Make My Joy Complete" 

The appeal is deeply personal. Paul has already told the Philippians that he prays for them 
with joy (1:4), that he rejoices in the advance of the gospel (1:18), that he will continue to 
rejoice (1:18). His joy is already real. What would complete it -- what would bring it to its full 
expression -- is the unity of the community he loves. The four expressions of the one call -- 
'being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and of one mind' -- are not four 
separate requirements. They are four facets of a single reality: the unified, Christ-formed 
community. 



"Do Nothing From Selfish Ambition or Vain Conceit" 

Verse 3 introduces the two specific vices that threaten the unity Paul is calling for. Selfish 
ambition (eritheia) originally described the self-promoting, party-building activity of a 
political operative -- the person who advances their own position not through genuine 
excellence but through maneuvering, coalition-building, and the strategic undermining of 
rivals. Vain conceit (kenodoxia -- literally, empty glory) is the hunger for honor and 
recognition that is unconnected to any genuine substance. These two vices -- the ambition 
that competes and the conceit that inflates -- are the specific destroyers of Christian 
community. Paul names them before he names the virtues because they must be identified 
and refused before the virtues can take root. 

"In Humility Value Others Above Yourselves" 

The positive counterpart to the two vices is stated with precise economy: 'in humility value 
others above yourselves.' The word for humility (tapeinophrosyne) was not a virtue in the 
ancient Greco-Roman world. It was associated with servility and weakness. Paul transforms it 
into the defining virtue of the Christ-formed community precisely because Christ Himself 
embodied it -- not from weakness but from the overflow of a love that genuinely valued the 
welfare of others above the maintenance of His own position and prerogatives. 'Valuing others 
above yourselves' is not the denial of legitimate self-interest. It is the fundamental orientation 
of the heart that, when the interests of self and the interests of others come into conflict, 
consistently chooses the welfare of others as the governing priority. The direction of attention 
is the practical test: where are you looking -- at your own interests or at the interests of 
others? 

Key Observations 

• The four 'if' clauses are really four affirmations -- since all of these are true of 
you, this is the only coherent response. 

• Making Paul's joy complete is deeply personal -- the unity of the community 
completes the joy of the one who loves the community most. 

• Selfish ambition and vain conceit are named as the specific destroyers of 
Christian community -- political maneuvering and the inflation of self-importance. 

• Humility is the governing virtue -- not weakness but the Christ-patterned valuing 
of others' welfare as the priority. 

• The direction of attention is the practical test -- where are you looking? At your 
own interests or at the interests of others? 

 

 

Philippians 2:5-11 -- The Christ Hymn: The Descent 
of God and the Exaltation of the Son 

In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus: Who, being 
in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own 
advantage; rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being 
made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself by 



becoming obedient to death -- even death on a cross! Therefore God exalted him to the 
highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus 
every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue 
acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

In your relationships with each other, have the same attitude that Christ Jesus had. 
Here is what that attitude looked like: He was, in His very nature, fully God. He 
possessed genuine equality with God. But He did not treat that as something to hold on 
to for His own benefit. Instead, He emptied Himself -- He gave up the exercise of His 
divine prerogatives -- and took on the nature of a servant. He became genuinely 
human. And not only that -- as a human being, He humbled Himself even further, 
becoming obedient all the way to death. Not just any death. Death on a cross -- the 
most shameful, humiliating death available. Because of that descent all the way down, 
God raised Him to the highest possible place and gave Him the name above every 
name. The result: at the name of Jesus, every knee in heaven, on earth, and under the 
earth will bow, and every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord -- to the glory of 
God the Father. 

 

The Structure of the Hymn 

Philippians 2:6-11 is widely recognized as one of the earliest Christian hymns -- a liturgical 
poem that the Philippian community may have sung or recited in their worship gatherings, 
and that Paul quotes here as the Christological foundation for his ethical appeal. It is a 
masterwork of compressed theology -- tracing the entire arc of Christ's existence from pre-
incarnate glory through Incarnation, humiliation, death, and resurrection to cosmic lordship, 
all in six verses. The movement of the hymn is V-shaped: a descent from equality with God 
through the cross, followed by an ascent to the pinnacle of universal lordship. The lowest 
point -- 'even death on a cross' -- is the hinge on which the entire narrative turns. The cross is 
not an interruption of the story. It is the decisive act that makes the rest of the story possible. 

"Being in Very Nature God" 

The hymn opens with a declaration of the pre-incarnate status of the Son: 'who, being in very 
nature God' (en morphe theou hyparchon). The word morphe (form, nature) refers to the 
essential reality of a thing -- not its external appearance but its inner nature and constitution. 
The Son was, in His very nature and essence, God -- fully, completely, genuinely divine. The 
participle 'being' (hyparchon) is continuous -- describing an ongoing state, not a temporary 
condition. The Son was -- and is -- in the form of God as His continuous, permanent, essential 
nature. This is critical for understanding what follows: what the Son gives up in the 
Incarnation is not His divine nature (which cannot be surrendered) but the expression and 
exercise of the prerogatives of that nature. 

"He Made Himself Nothing -- Taking the Very Nature of a Servant" 

'He made himself nothing' is the translation of ekenosen heauton -- He emptied Himself. This 
gives rise to the theological concept of kenosis -- the self-emptying of the Son in the 
Incarnation. The text itself provides the answer to what was emptied: He emptied Himself by 
taking the form of a servant. He did not become less God; He became also fully human. 



'Taking the very nature of a servant' (morphen doulou labon) uses the same word morphe as 
verse 6 -- He who was in the form of God took the form of a servant. The parallelism is 
deliberate and precise. He who possessed the essential nature of God took on the essential 
nature of a slave -- the person at the very bottom of the ancient social hierarchy, the person 
with no rights, no autonomy, no status of their own. He entered the human condition 
genuinely -- subject to hunger, thirst, fatigue, pain, grief, temptation. 

"Even Death on a Cross" 

The descent continues. It was not enough to become human -- the humiliation reaches 
further. 'He humbled himself' -- He did not merely accept humiliation from outside; He 
actively, voluntarily chose it. The form that this voluntary humiliation takes is obedience -- 
'becoming obedient to death.' And then the specificity: 'even death on a cross.' The three 
words 'even death on a cross' are the nadir of the entire hymn. In the ancient world, 
crucifixion was not merely a painful death. It was the death of the most extreme humiliation -- 
reserved for slaves and criminals, carried out publicly, designed to display the complete 
degradation of the victim. The Son of God -- who was in the form of God, who possessed 
equality with God -- died the death of a slave in disgrace. The descent is complete. Heaven's 
summit to a slave's cross. Eternal glory to temporal shame. This is the mind of Christ. 

"Therefore God Exalted Him to the Highest Place" 

The 'therefore' (dio) at the beginning of verse 9 is the hinge of the entire hymn. Because of the 
self-emptying, because of the servant posture, because of the obedience unto death on a cross 
-- God exalted Him. The exaltation is not merely a reversal of the humiliation. It is the direct, 
causal result of it. 'God exalted him to the highest place' -- the word (hyperupsoo -- to hyper-
exalt) is unique in the New Testament and describes an elevation that exceeds anything 
previously known. Christ is not merely restored to the status He had before the Incarnation. 
He is exalted -- in His glorified, resurrection humanity -- to a position that surpasses 
everything, because He is now the risen, ascended, death-conquering Son of God, and the 
victory He has won is greater than any status He previously held. 

"Every Knee Should Bow -- Every Tongue Confess" 

Verses 10-11 draw on the language of Isaiah 45:23 -- a passage in which God declares that 
every knee will bow to Him and every tongue swear allegiance to Him. Paul applies this 
passage -- originally a declaration of the exclusive sovereignty of Israel's God -- to Jesus 
Christ. Every knee in heaven, on earth, and under the earth will bow to the name of Jesus. 
Every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord. The scope is total, the submission is 
universal, the confession is final. 'To the glory of God the Father' -- the final phrase is the 
theological frame within which the entire hymn is set. The Father is glorified in the exaltation 
of the Son -- because the Son's willingness to descend and the Father's act of exaltation 
together constitute the most magnificent display of the character of God that the universe has 
ever witnessed. 

Key Observations 

• The hymn traces a V-shaped arc -- descent from divine equality through the cross, 
followed by exaltation to universal lordship. 

• 'Being in the form of God' describes the Son's continuous, essential, 
unqualified deity -- what He is, not merely what He appears to be. 



• The self-emptying (kenosis) is accomplished not by becoming less God but 
by taking on the servant form -- the addition of human nature in its most vulnerable, 
lowest form. 

• 'Even death on a cross' is the nadir -- the most shameful death available in the 
ancient honor-shame world, chosen voluntarily by the One who possessed every honor. 

• The 'therefore' of verse 9 establishes that the exaltation is the direct result 
of the humiliation -- the cross makes the resurrection cosmically appropriate. 

• The divine name given to Jesus (Lord/Kyrios) is the YHWH name of 
Israel's God -- the highest possible Christological claim. 

• The universal confession is to the glory of God the Father -- the Son's 
exaltation and the Father's glory are in perfect coordination. 

 

 

Philippians 2:12-18 -- Work Out Your Salvation: The 
Divine Working and the Human Responding 

Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed -- not only in my presence, but now 
much more in my absence -- continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, 
for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose. Do 
everything without grumbling or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, 
'children of God without fault in a warped and crooked generation.' Then you will shine 
among them like stars in the sky as you hold firmly to the word of life -- and then I will be 
able to boast on the day of Christ that I did not run or labor in vain. But even if I am being 
poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I am 
glad and rejoice with all of you. So you too should be glad and rejoice with me. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

So, my dear friends, you have always obeyed -- not just when I was there watching, but 
even more now that I am away. Keep doing that. Work out your salvation -- bring it to 
full expression in your daily life -- with a seriousness and reverence appropriate to 
what you are handling. Here is the reason you can do this: it is God Himself who is 
working in you, producing both the desire and the ability to do what pleases Him. So do 
everything -- and I mean everything -- without grumbling or arguing. Live in such a 
way that you are genuine and blameless, children of God who stand out from the 
crooked and twisted generation around you. You will shine in the middle of the 
surrounding darkness like stars in the night sky, as long as you hold tightly to the word 
of life. Even if my own life is poured out as an offering alongside your service of faith, I 
am glad -- completely glad. And I want you to be glad with me. 

 

"Work Out Your Salvation With Fear and Trembling" 

This verse has been the source of enormous theological misunderstanding -- frequently 
misread as a call to earn salvation through effort. Read carefully, it says nothing of the kind. 
'Work out' (katergazesthe) does not mean work for or work toward. It means work out -- to 



bring something to its full expression and completion, to take what has been given and live it 
out to its fullest extent. The salvation that is to be worked out is not something the Philippians 
are trying to acquire. It is something they have already received. The call is to bring that 
received salvation to full expression in the daily, concrete, communal life of the community. 
'With fear and trembling' -- not the paralyzing terror of someone uncertain whether they are 
saved, but the reverent, sober awareness of the weight of what one is handling. Fear and 
trembling in the Old Testament typically describe the appropriate human response to the 
presence and activity of God. It is the posture of someone who takes seriously the seriousness 
of what they are doing -- not anxious but reverent. 

"For It Is God Who Works in You to Will and to Act" 

The theological ground for the human working is stated immediately: 'for it is God who works 
in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose.' The human working and the 
divine working are not in competition. They are not alternatives. The human working is 
possible, and is called for, precisely because the divine working is already underway. God is at 
work in you -- both in the willing (the desire and intention) and in the doing (the actual 
accomplishment). The word for 'works' (energeo -- from which we get energy) is the same 
word used in Ephesians 1 for God's working out of everything in conformity with His will. The 
energy of God is the engine of human faithfulness. This verse is one of the most carefully 
balanced statements of the relationship between divine sovereignty and human responsibility 
in the entire New Testament. Neither side is collapsed into the other. God works -- absolutely, 
sovereignly, energetically. And the believer works -- genuinely, responsibly, consequentially. 

"Do Everything Without Grumbling or Arguing" 

From the grandeur of verse 13 to the apparently mundane specificity of verse 14 is a 
characteristic Pauline move. 'Do everything without grumbling or arguing.' The two words 
(goggysmos -- grumbling, and dialogismos -- arguing) carry the echo of Israel in the 
wilderness -- the grumbling against Moses and Aaron, the arguing about God's provision, the 
chronic dissatisfaction and complaint that characterized the generation that wandered for 
forty years (Exodus 16, Numbers 14). The grumbling and arguing that Paul warns against are 
the specific expressions of selfish ambition and vain conceit (verse 3) in communal daily life -- 
the low-grade dissatisfaction that finds fault with leadership, the chronic complaint about 
circumstances, the argumentative spirit that insists on its own position. These are not 
dramatic sins. They are the ordinary, corrosive vices that, accumulated over time, can erode 
the joy and unity of the most genuinely grace-filled community. 

"You Will Shine Like Stars in the Sky" 

The purpose of the grumble-free, argue-free life is the display of the gospel in contrast to the 
surrounding culture. 'Blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a warped and 
crooked generation' -- the language echoes Deuteronomy 32:5. The Philippians are to be the 
opposite of that failure -- the community that genuinely embodies the character of God's 
children, visibly and compellingly, against the backdrop of a culture that is 'warped and 
crooked.' The specific image Paul uses for this display is luminous: 'you will shine among 
them like stars in the sky.' The stars shine not by effort or performance but by nature -- by 
what they are. The community that is genuinely living the Christ-formed life of chapter 2 
shines not because it is trying to make an impression but because it genuinely is what the 
surrounding darkness is not. And the shining is inseparable from the holding: 'as you hold 



firmly to the word of life.' The community's visibility as light is the direct expression of their 
grip on the gospel. 

Key Observations 

• 'Work out your salvation' means bring to full expression what has been 
received -- not work toward what has not yet been given. 

• 'Fear and trembling' is reverent sober-mindedness, not paralyzing uncertainty 
about one's standing before God. 

• The divine working (God works in you) is the ground and enabler of the 
human working -- not in competition but in coordination, producing both the will 
and the doing. 

• Grumbling and arguing are the specific wilderness-echo vices that corrode 
community -- ordinary but cumulatively devastating. 

• Shining like stars describes not performance but nature -- the community 
that genuinely is what it is called to be becomes visible by contrast with the 
surrounding darkness. 

• The drink offering image is Paul's most complete personal expression of 
the mind of Christ -- his own life poured out as joyful accompaniment to the 
community's primary offering of faith. 

 

 

Philippians 2:19-24 -- Timothy: The Pattern Made 
Personal 

I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that I also may be cheered when I 
receive news about you. I have no one else like him, who will show genuine concern for 
your welfare. For everyone looks out for their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. But 
you know that Timothy has proved himself, because as a son with his father he has served 
with me in the work of the gospel. I hope, therefore, to send him as soon as I see how things 
go with me. And I am confident in the Lord that I myself will come soon. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

I am hoping in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon -- and when I hear back 
news about how you are doing, it will cheer me up too. He is genuinely unique. I have 
no one else like him who will truly care about your wellbeing. Honestly, most people 
are primarily looking out for their own interests rather than the interests of Jesus 
Christ. But you already know Timothy's track record -- he has proved himself. He has 
served alongside me the way a son serves with his father in the work of the gospel. So I 
hope to send him as soon as I can see how my own situation develops. And I am 
confident in the Lord that I will come to you myself before long. 

 

"I Have No One Else Like Him" 



The commendation of Timothy follows the Christ hymn with deliberate structural logic. Paul 
has just described the mind of Christ -- the pattern of self-emptying, other-prioritizing, 
servant-natured love. He now points to a living embodiment of that pattern in a specific, 
named, real human being. Timothy is the proof that the mind of Christ is not an impossible 
ideal. It is a genuinely livable reality -- one that Paul has watched Timothy live, consistently 
and genuinely, over years of shared ministry. 'I have no one else like him' -- the Greek 
(isopsychos -- literally, of equal soul) means someone who shares the same inner orientation, 
the same fundamental disposition, the same governing values. Paul is saying that Timothy 
shares his own soul -- the same passionate commitment to the gospel, the same orientation 
toward the welfare of others rather than self-advancement. 

"Who Will Show Genuine Concern for Your Welfare" 

The specific quality Paul highlights is exactly what he called the Philippians to in verse 4: 
looking not to one's own interests but to the interests of others. 'For everyone looks out for 
their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ. But you know that Timothy has proved himself.' 
The contrast Paul draws is stark. Timothy's concern for the Philippians' welfare is an 
expression of genuine gospel love, not professional ministry duty or personal affection only. 
He serves them because they belong to Christ, and serving what belongs to Christ is how 
Timothy understands his entire life. The relationship between Paul and Timothy is described 
in the most personal and tender terms: 'as a son with his father he has served with me in the 
work of the gospel.' Timothy has not merely learned the gospel from Paul. He has learned Paul 
-- and through Paul, he has been formed into a living embodiment of what the gospel 
produces. 

Key Observations 

• Timothy is the walking demonstration that the mind of Christ is genuinely 
livable -- not an impossible ideal but an actual human possibility empowered by the 
Spirit. 

• Isopsychos (of equal soul) describes Timothy's fundamental inner 
orientation as genuinely aligned with Paul's -- a shared disposition, not merely 
a shared theology. 

• Timothy's concern for the Philippians' welfare is the direct expression of 
the look-to-others'-interests call of verse 4 -- embodied in a specific, real person 
with a track record. 

• The father-son relationship between Paul and Timothy is the model of 
gospel formation -- not instruction alone but shared life, shared suffering, shared 
labor, shared joy. 

 

 

Philippians 2:25-30 -- Epaphroditus: When the 
Gospel Costs Everything 

But I think it is necessary to send back to you Epaphroditus, my brother, co-worker and 
fellow soldier, who is also your messenger, whom you sent to take care of my needs. For he 
longs for all of you and is distressed because you heard he was ill. Indeed he was ill, and 



almost died. But God had mercy on him, and not on him only but also on me, to spare me 
sorrow upon sorrow. Therefore I am all the more eager to send him, so that when you see 
him again you may be glad and I may have less anxiety. So then, welcome him in the Lord 
with great joy, and honor people like him, because he almost died for the work of Christ. He 
risked his life to make up for the help you yourselves could not give me. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

I am sending Epaphroditus back to you -- and I want you to know what kind of man he 
is. He is my brother, my co-worker, my fellow soldier in this battle. He is your 
messenger, the one you sent to take care of my needs here. He has been missing you 
terribly and was genuinely distressed when he found out that word got back to you that 
he was sick. And he was sick -- seriously, almost fatally sick. But God had mercy on 
him. And not just on him -- on me too, because I would have been devastated if I had 
lost him on top of everything else. So I am sending him back as soon as possible so that 
you can see him again and be glad, and so I can have some of my anxiety lifted. 
Welcome him -- in the Lord, with real joy. And honor people like him. Because he came 
close to dying for the work of Christ. He gambled his life to bring you what you could 
not bring me yourselves. 

 

Three Descriptions, Three Relationships 

Paul lavishes five descriptors on Epaphroditus in verse 25, organized around his three 
relationships. In relation to Paul: 'my brother, co-worker and fellow soldier.' In relation to the 
Philippians: 'your messenger.' In relation to Paul's need: 'whom you sent to take care of my 
needs.' Brother (adelphos) -- the family bond, the shared identity as children of the same 
Father. Co-worker (synergos) -- the partnership in the work of the gospel, the shared labor 
toward shared goals. Fellow soldier (systratiotes) -- the companion in the spiritual warfare, 
the one who has stood in the same battle, shared the same risks, held the same ground. These 
three descriptions together paint a picture of a relationship of extraordinary depth -- the 
intimacy of family, the collaboration of shared mission, the solidarity of shared conflict. 

"He Almost Died for the Work of Christ" 

The word for 'risked his life' (paraboleusamenos) is literally to cast aside caution, to gamble 
with one's life, to stake everything on a hazardous outcome. Epaphroditus carried the 
Philippians' gift to Paul -- a journey that, in the circumstances of Paul's imprisonment, carried 
real risk. He then fell gravely ill -- perhaps in the service of Paul's practical needs. He was not 
protected from the cost of his service. He nearly paid with his life. Paul calls this what it is: 
near-death for the work of Christ. Not dramatizing it, not minimizing it -- naming it 
accurately. And then he instructs the Philippians to welcome Epaphroditus with great joy and 
to honor people like him. 'People like him' -- not celebrities, not platform leaders, not the 
famous or the theologically brilliant, but the ones who risked everything in faithful, costly, 
unglamorous service of the gospel and of God's people. 

"God Had Mercy on Him -- and Not on Him Only but Also on Me" 

Paul's account of Epaphroditus's illness reveals his own emotional investment. 'God had 
mercy on him, and not on him only but also on me, to spare me sorrow upon sorrow.' Paul 
would have grieved the loss of Epaphroditus deeply -- piling onto the sorrow of his 



imprisonment and his concern for the Philippians the sorrow of losing a brother and co-
worker. God's mercy in sparing Epaphroditus is experienced by Paul as mercy toward himself 
as well. This is a remarkably human moment in the letter. Paul does not present himself as 
having transcended grief or as being indifferent to loss. He would have been devastated. The 
relief he expresses at Epaphroditus's recovery is genuine and unguarded. The same man who 
says 'to die is gain' is also the man who would have been crushed by the death of his brother 
and co-worker. Both are true. 

Key Observations 

• Epaphroditus's three descriptors (brother, co-worker, fellow soldier) 
describe a relationship of extraordinary depth -- family, shared mission, and 
shared warfare. 

• 'He almost died for the work of Christ' is Paul's honest naming of the cost 
of faithful service -- unglamorous, uncelebrated, and genuinely life-threatening. 

• God's mercy in sparing Epaphroditus is also mercy toward Paul -- revealing 
the pastoral tenderness of the God who cares about His servants' grief. 

• 'Honor people like him' is a community formation instruction -- the 
community that honors the costly, unglamorous servants has understood the mind of 
Christ. 

 

 

What This Chapter Means for Us Today 

1. Let the Christ Hymn Reshape Your Self-Understanding -- and 
Your Community 

Philippians 2:6-11 is not primarily a passage for Christological debate -- though it is that. It is 
primarily a passage for the formation of the Christian character. The One who was in the form 
of God took the form of a servant. The One who possessed every right to the highest place 
chose the lowest. If this is who Christ is -- and this is who Christ is -- then the community that 
belongs to Him will be formed in His image. The question this passage asks of every believer is 
not: do you believe in the Incarnation? It is: does the pattern of the Incarnation shape the way 
you live in community, in marriage, in friendship, in your relationship to those who have less 
power than you? 

2. Understand That God Is Working in You -- and Work With Him, 
Not Instead of Him 

The relationship between 'work out your salvation' and 'it is God who works in you' is the 
fundamental framework of the Christian life. You are not passive -- you work, you choose, you 
act, you pursue. But you are not the engine -- God is at work in you, producing both the desire 
and the accomplishment. The believer who understands this is neither lazy (God will do it 
without me) nor anxious (I must do it on my own). They are responsive -- alert to the Spirit's 
prompting, cooperative with the divine working, genuinely active in what God is genuinely 
energizing. 



3. Take Grumbling More Seriously Than You Do 

The instruction to do everything without grumbling or arguing is so straightforward and so 
routinely ignored that it deserves more direct attention than it typically receives in the 
contemporary church. The ambient level of complaint, criticism, dissatisfaction, and 
argumentativeness in most Christian communities is significantly higher than Philippians 
2:14 permits. Grumbling is not a minor vice -- it is the expression of a heart that has not 
genuinely received what God has given, that has not genuinely trusted that God is working all 
things together for good, that prefers the comfort of complaint to the discipline of gratitude. 

4. Honor the Costly, Unglamorous Servants in Your Community 

The instruction to 'honor people like him' -- people like Epaphroditus, who risked everything 
in quiet, costly, unglamorous service -- is a direct challenge to the celebrity culture that has 
infiltrated much of contemporary Christianity. The community that reserves its honor for the 
large-platform people, the theologically sophisticated, or the organizationally impressive has 
reversed the values of the Christ hymn. The One who descended to the lowest place is the One 
who is most exalted. The community that takes this seriously will find ways to honor the ones 
who serve in the unglamorous places -- the hospital visitors, the prison ministers, the small-
group leaders who show up week after week. 

5. Let Your Life Be the Embodiment of the Gospel You Profess 

The image of shining like stars in a dark and crooked generation (verse 15) is not a call to 
impressive performance. It is a call to genuine character -- to being, in the quality of your 
communal life, the contrast that makes the surrounding darkness visible by comparison. The 
church that is genuinely united, genuinely humble, genuinely other-oriented, genuinely 
grumble-free, genuinely willing to risk everything in the service of others -- that church does 
not need a marketing strategy. It shines. The quality of the life is the testimony. The 
embodiment of the Christ pattern is the most powerful proclamation available. 

 

How This Chapter Relates to Today 

Philippians chapter 2 speaks with extraordinary precision into the specific spiritual diseases 
of the contemporary church. The selfish ambition and vain conceit that Paul warns against in 
verse 3 are the governing values of the social media era -- the curation of a personal brand, the 
accumulation of followers, the competitive positioning for platform and influence. These are 
not merely secular vices. They have infiltrated the church thoroughly, producing celebrity 
pastors, ministry empires built on personality rather than character, and congregations that 
function as audiences for a performer rather than communities formed by the mind of Christ. 

The Christ hymn is the antidote to all of this -- not because it provides a different strategy for 
building a platform but because it subverts the entire value system that makes platforms the 
goal. The One who could have chosen the highest place chose the lowest. The One who 
possessed every divine prerogative chose to exercise none of them for His own advantage. The 
One whose name is above every name was given that name because He first took the name 
that is below every name -- the slave, the criminal, the crucified. 



The community that genuinely embraces this pattern will be genuinely different from the 
surrounding culture -- not in its marketing, not in its language, not in its programming, but in 
the quality of its relationships, the direction of its ambitions, the willingness of its members to 
take the low place and honor the unglamorous servant, and the way it handles conflict, power, 
and the perennial temptation of selfish ambition and vain conceit. This is what it looks like for 
the word of life to be held firmly while the community shines like stars. 

 

 

 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we have walked through Philippians chapter 2 and we are undone by the 
standard -- and by the One who set it by embodying it first. The One who was in the form of 
God became a servant. The One who possessed equality with God did not grasp it for His 
advantage. The One who had every right to the highest place chose the lowest. He descended 
all the way to the cross -- even death on a cross -- and was raised to the highest place because 
of it, because of Your faithfulness and Your justice and Your love. 

Lord, we confess that we do not naturally have this mind. We grasp. We maneuver. We look 
to our own interests first and to others' interests when it is convenient. We grumble. We 
argue. We inflate our own importance and minimize others'. We are far more like the world 
around us than we are like the Christ whose name we bear. 

So we ask for the very thing Paul prays for and describes and embodies in this chapter. Give 
us the mind of Christ. Not as a doctrine we hold but as a disposition we inhabit -- the actual, 
daily, community-shaping orientation that genuinely values others above ourselves, 
genuinely looks to others' interests, genuinely takes the low place and trusts You for the 
exaltation. 

Work in us -- both the willing and the doing. We cannot produce this by effort or discipline 
alone. You must energize it from within. So work in us with the same energy that raised 
Christ from the dead. Let us shine like stars. And Lord, let us honor the Epaphrodites -- the 
ones who risked everything in quiet, costly, faithful service. Let us be people of the cross -- the 
community whose values are shaped by the One who descended to the lowest place and was 



raised to the highest. To whom be glory, in the church and in Christ Jesus, forever and ever. 
Amen. 

 

 

 

Philippians Chapter 3 

A Deep Expository Study: The Rubbish and the Righteousness -- 
Counting All Loss, Knowing Christ, and Pressing Toward the 
Prize 

 

Introduction to Philippians Chapter 3 

The Chapter Where Paul Empties His Pockets and Calls It Gain 

Philippians chapter 3 is one of the most autobiographically transparent and theologically 
radical passages in all of Paul's letters. It is the chapter where Paul reaches into his religious 
resume -- a resume that by any first-century Jewish standard would have been breathtaking in 
its credentials -- and declares every item in it to be rubbish compared to the surpassing worth 
of knowing Christ Jesus his Lord. Not merely insufficient. Not merely secondary. Rubbish. 
The Greek word he uses is a word for waste, dung, the thing you throw away and do not look 
back at. The man who was blameless under the law, who advanced in Judaism beyond his 
peers, who was a Hebrew of Hebrews -- this man counts it all loss, and counts the counting 
itself as the most rational thing he has ever done. 

But chapter 3 is not merely about what Paul has abandoned. It is equally about what he has 
pursued -- what he is still pursuing, with an urgency and an intensity that the chapter 
communicates through one of the most vivid athletic metaphors in the New Testament. The 
runner who has not yet crossed the finish line. The person who forgets what is behind and 
presses toward what is ahead. The one who strains every sinew toward the prize of the upward 
call of God in Christ Jesus. Paul is not a man who has arrived. He is a man who is running 
with everything he has toward something he has not yet fully possessed -- and inviting the 
Philippians to run with him. 

The chapter also contains one of the sharpest warnings in the letter. Between the personal 
testimony and the athletic metaphor stands a description of the enemies of the cross -- those 
whose god is their belly, whose glory is in their shame, whose mind is set on earthly things. 
Against them Paul sets the citizenship language -- 'our citizenship is in heaven' -- and the 
resurrection hope that is both the goal of the press and the guarantee of its completion. 

The Structure of Chapter 3 

The chapter moves through five major sections. First, the warning against the Judaizing 
teachers and the true circumcision of the Spirit (vv. 1-3). Second, Paul's religious credentials 
and their radical revaluation in the light of Christ -- all counted loss, all counted rubbish, for 
the surpassing worth of knowing Christ (vv. 4-11). Third, the athletic metaphor -- the forward 



press toward the prize, the refusal to claim arrival, the straining toward what lies ahead (vv. 
12-16). Fourth, the warning against the enemies of the cross and the contrast with the 
heavenly citizenship that defines the community of faith (vv. 17-21). Fifth, the closing 
resurrection declaration of verse 21 that is the foundation for the peace and joy of chapter 4. 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we come to Philippians chapter 3 knowing that we are about to be asked to 
do what Paul does -- to open our hands and let go of everything we have been holding as the 
ground of our standing before You. Our religious performance. Our theological knowledge. 
Our ministry track record. Our moral achievement. Our family heritage. Our church 
credentials. Whatever it is that we have been quietly trusting in alongside Christ -- or instead 
of Christ -- Paul is about to call it what it actually is: rubbish. Not good but insufficient. 
Rubbish. The thing you throw away. 

Lord, this is not easy to hear. We have worked hard for some of what we are holding. We 
have sacrificed for it. And some of it is genuinely good. But if it has become the ground of our 
standing before You -- if we are trusting in it rather than in the righteousness that comes 
through faith in Christ -- then Paul's word stands: let it go. Count it loss. And then, Lord, give 
us Paul's forward press. Not the smug complacency of the person who thinks they have 
arrived, but the urgent, joyful, all-in pursuit of the prize of the upward call of God in Christ 
Jesus. Let us forget what is behind. Let us strain toward what is ahead. In Jesus' name, 
Amen. 

 

 

Philippians 3:1-3 -- The Warning and the True 
Circumcision 

Further, my brothers and sisters, rejoice in the Lord! It is no trouble for me to write the 
same things to you again, and it is a safeguard for you. Watch out for those dogs, watch 
out for those evildoers, watch out for those mutilators of the flesh. For it is we who are the 
circumcision, we who serve God by his Spirit, who boast in Christ Jesus, and who put no 
confidence in the flesh. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Keep rejoicing in the Lord, brothers and sisters -- and I am glad to keep saying it, 
because it is a safeguard for you. Now: be on your guard. Watch out for those dogs. 
Watch out for the evildoers. Watch out for the ones who are insisting on physical 
circumcision as though it accomplishes something. Here is the truth: we are the real 
circumcision -- those of us who worship by the Spirit of God and who place all our 
boasting in Christ Jesus, not in anything the flesh has achieved or can achieve. We put 
zero confidence in external religious performance. Christ is the whole ground. He is 
everything. 

 

"Rejoice in the Lord -- It Is a Safeguard" 



The opening of chapter 3 appears at first to be a simple transitional instruction -- 'rejoice in 
the Lord!' But the addition 'it is no trouble for me to write the same things to you again, and it 
is a safeguard for you' signals something more deliberate. Paul is about to repeat something 
he has said before because repetition of the truth is not tedious redundancy -- it is protective. 
In the face of the threat about to be named, the community that is deeply formed by the habit 
of rejoicing in the Lord has its mind anchored in the One who is the true source of joy, making 
it resistant to the substitutes that false teachers offer. The rejoice-in-the-Lord command is not 
a pious decoration. It is a theological posture that serves as a first line of defense. 

Three Names for the False Teachers 

Paul's language about the false teachers is the sharpest in the letter -- three consecutive 'watch 
out for' warnings, each one naming the same group with escalating precision. 'Dogs' -- in the 
ancient Jewish world, dogs were unclean scavengers. Jewish people sometimes used 'dogs' as 
a disparaging term for Gentiles. Paul reverses the epithet with devastating irony: the 
Judaizers, who pride themselves on their covenant identity, are themselves the dogs -- the 
unclean, the spiritually scavenging, the ones on the outside of the gospel's grace. 'Evildoers' 
(kakous ergatas -- evil workers) describes those whose work is not the building up of the 
gospel but its corruption. 'Mutilators of the flesh' -- the Judaizers prided themselves on 
circumcision. Paul reframes circumcision performed for the wrong reason as mutilation 
(katatomē -- cutting) rather than circumcision (peritomē -- the covenant cutting). The 
wordplay is deliberate and cutting: you are not circumcised -- you are mutilated. 

"It Is We Who Are the Circumcision" 

Paul's positive declaration is equally pointed: 'For it is we who are the circumcision, we who 
serve God by his Spirit, who boast in Christ Jesus, and who put no confidence in the flesh.' 
The true circumcision -- the covenant cutting that genuinely marks God's people -- is not 
performed by a knife on the body. It is the circumcision of the heart, performed by the Spirit 
(Deuteronomy 30:6, Romans 2:29). The genuine covenant community is identified by three 
characteristics: 'who serve God by his Spirit' -- the service (latreuō -- the word for priestly 
worship) is by the Spirit, not by external religious performance. 'Who boast in Christ Jesus' -- 
the community's ground of confidence is Christ Jesus alone. Not circumcision, not Torah 
observance, not ethnic identity. 'Who put no confidence in the flesh' -- zero confidence in any 
human-based religious qualification as the ground of one's standing before God. 

Key Observations 

• Rejoicing in the Lord is a safeguard -- the community whose center of gravity is 
Christ is more resistant to teaching that relocates that center. 

• The three names for the false teachers (dogs, evildoers, mutilators) are 
ironic reversals -- Paul applies to the Judaizers the very labels they used to describe 
Gentile outsiders. 

• Circumcision of the heart by the Spirit -- not the body by the knife -- is the 
true covenant mark. 

• The three marks of the true circumcision (Spirit-worship, boasting in 
Christ, no confidence in the flesh) describe the community whose identity and 
standing rest entirely on what God has done in Christ. 

 



 

Philippians 3:4-11 -- All Loss for the Surpassing 
Worth of Knowing Christ 

though I myself have reasons for such confidence. If someone else thinks they have reasons 
to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of 
Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as 
for zeal, persecuting the church; as for righteousness based on the law, faultless. But 
whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is more, I 
consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my 
Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them garbage, that I may gain Christ 
and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but 
that which is through faith in Christ -- the righteousness that comes from God on the basis 
of faith. I want to know Christ -- yes, to know the power of his resurrection and 
participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, attaining 
to the resurrection from the dead. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

If anyone wants to talk about confidence in the flesh -- in religious credentials and 
heritage -- I can compete with the best of them. Circumcised the eighth day, as the law 
prescribed. Born into the nation of Israel. Tribe of Benjamin -- one of the most 
distinguished tribal lineages. A Hebrew through and through, not some culturally 
diluted version. In terms of Torah commitment, a Pharisee -- the most serious of the 
serious. In terms of zeal, I persecuted the church. In terms of the righteousness the law 
demands, I was blameless by any external measure. All of that was real. And here is 
what I now count all of it: loss. Not just inadequate -- loss. Because knowing Christ 
Jesus as my Lord surpasses all of it so completely that everything else is garbage by 
comparison. I threw it all away so I could have Christ -- so I could be found in Him, not 
with a righteousness I built myself through law-keeping, but the righteousness that 
comes from God, received through faith in Christ. And what I want most of all is to 
know Christ -- to know the power of His resurrection, to participate in His sufferings, 
to be conformed to His death -- so that somehow I might attain to the resurrection 
from the dead. 

 

Paul's Credentials -- the Most Impressive Resume in the Room 

Paul's list of religious credentials in verses 4-6 is a genuine enumeration of the most 
impressive possible first-century Jewish religious pedigree -- offered for the specific purpose 
of establishing that when Paul counts all of it as loss, he is not dismissing something he never 
had or never valued. He knows what he is giving up. The credentials fall into two categories. 
Those he was born into: circumcised on the eighth day (not a proselyte or Ishmaelite, but a 
full covenant member by birth); of the people of Israel (a full member of the covenant nation); 
of the tribe of Benjamin (the most prestigious tribal identity -- the tribe of Israel's first king, 
whose territory included Jerusalem); a Hebrew of Hebrews (maintaining the ancestral 
language and customs in their most concentrated form). Those he achieved: a Pharisee (the 
most rigorous law-observance movement in first-century Judaism); as for zeal, persecuting 



the church (the violence of his persecution was the measure of the sincerity of his 
commitment); as for righteousness based on the law, faultless (by the external standard of 
Mosaic law observance, his record was without reproach). 

"Whatever Were Gains to Me I Now Consider Loss for the Sake of Christ" 

The pivot in verse 7 is one of the most dramatic moments in all of Paul's autobiographical 
writing. Everything in the preceding list was genuine gain by every available human standard. 
Paul does not deny that. He counts them as losses -- not because they were worthless in 
themselves, but because they occupied the place that belongs to Christ alone. The accounting 
language is deliberate (logizomai -- to reckon, to calculate, to count). This is not an emotional 
reaction. It is a considered, rational, fully informed assessment. Paul has looked at both sides 
of the ledger -- what he had in his religious achievements, and what he has in Christ -- and he 
has done the calculation. The conclusion is not even close. Everything in the gains column 
becomes loss when Christ is placed on the other side of the scale. 

"The Surpassing Worth of Knowing Christ Jesus My Lord" 

Verse 8 deepens the revaluation: 'What is more, I consider everything a loss because of the 
surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.' The word for surpassing worth 
(hyperechon -- the exceeding value, the superiority that surpasses all comparison) describes 
something that so far exceeds everything else in value that the comparison is almost 
meaningless. It is not merely that knowing Christ is worth more than Paul's religious 
credentials. It is that knowing Christ makes the category of comparison absurd -- like asking 
whether the sun is worth more than a candle. And the knowing Paul describes is not merely 
intellectual or propositional. It is the comprehensive, personal, experiential, intimate knowing 
of a Person -- the knowing that is reserved for the deepest human relationships and that, 
applied to the knowledge of God, produces a life-reorganizing, identity-redefining, everything-
else-relativizing encounter with the living Christ. The NIV's 'garbage' translates the Greek 
word skybala -- one of the bluntest words available: dung, refuse, the waste product you throw 
away without a second glance. 

"Not Having a Righteousness of My Own -- But That Which Is Through 
Faith in Christ" 

The goal of the relinquishment is stated with crystalline clarity: 'that I may gain Christ and be 
found in him.' The contrast between the two righteousnesses is the theological heart of the 
passage. 'Not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law' -- this is the 
righteousness Paul once possessed by his own reckoning: blameless, Pharisee, zealous, 
Hebrew of Hebrews. It was real. It was impressive. And it was entirely insufficient, because it 
was his own -- constructed by his effort, maintained by his discipline, graded by a standard 
that, honestly measured, no fallen human being can fully satisfy. 'But that which is through 
faith in Christ -- the righteousness that comes from God on the basis of faith' -- this 
righteousness is not his own. It comes from God. It is grounded in the perfect obedience, the 
substitutionary death, and the vindicating resurrection of the Son of God. This righteousness 
does not depend on Paul's performance. It depends on Christ's. And Christ's performance is 
flawless. 

"I Want to Know Christ -- the Power of His Resurrection and Participation 
in His Sufferings" 



Verse 10 is one of the most profound and most demanding statements of Christian aspiration 
in all of Paul's letters: 'I want to know Christ -- yes, to know the power of his resurrection and 
participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, attaining to 
the resurrection from the dead.' The order is notable. Paul does not say: I want to know 
Christ's resurrection power and then, if necessary, His sufferings. He names both together. 
The sufferings come before the resurrection glory -- as they did for Christ Himself. 'The power 
of his resurrection' -- the same power that raised Christ from the dead is available to the 
believer in the present, not merely as a future hope but as a present reality. 'Participation in 
his sufferings' (koinonia) -- the fellowship of His sufferings is the sharing in the experience of 
Christ through the suffering that comes from faithful gospel proclamation. 'Becoming like him 
in his death' -- the conformity to Christ's death is the progressive, ongoing process by which 
the pattern of Christ's self-giving death is reproduced in the life of the believer. And the 
'somehow' (ei pos) of 'attaining to the resurrection' is remarkable in its honesty -- the humility 
of a man who knows that only grace, not merit, brings a person through to the final 
resurrection. 

Key Observations 

• Paul's credentials are genuine and comprehensive -- he knows exactly what he 
is relinquishing, making the revaluation all the more radical. 

• The accounting language (logizomai -- to count/reckon) establishes that 
the revaluation is rational and considered, not emotional. 

• The surpassing worth (hyperechon) of knowing Christ makes the 
comparison with religious credentials almost meaningless -- the sun and the 
candle. 

• Skybala (garbage/dung) is the bluntest word Paul could have chosen -- the 
thing you throw away without a second glance. 

• The two righteousnesses stand in absolute contrast -- one constructed by 
human effort; the other given by God, received through faith, grounded in Christ's 
perfect performance. 

• The threefold experiential aspiration (resurrection power, fellowship of 
suffering, conformity to His death) describes a comprehensive, costly, 
progressive, and hope-filled Christ-knowing. 

 

 

Philippians 3:12-16 -- The Forward Press: Forgetting 
What Is Behind, Straining Toward What Is Ahead 

Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already arrived at my goal, but I press on 
to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers and sisters, I do not 
consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind 
and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which 
God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. All of us, then, who are mature should take 
such a view of things. And if on some point you think differently, that too God will make 
clear to you. Only let us live up to what we have already attained. 



 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

I have not arrived. I have not obtained everything I just described. I have not laid hold 
of it fully yet. But I press on -- I keep pursuing it -- because Christ Jesus has already 
taken hold of me and has an intention and destination for me that I am still pressing 
toward. Here is the one thing I do: I forget what is behind me and I reach hard for what 
is ahead of me. I press on toward the goal to win the prize of the upward call of God in 
Christ Jesus. Those of us who are genuinely mature will see things this way -- 
understanding that maturity means still-pressing, not already-arrived. If anyone sees it 
differently, God will make it clear. But at minimum, let us all live up to what we have 
already received. 

 

"Not That I Have Already Obtained All This -- or Have Already 
Arrived" 

The athletic metaphor of verses 12-14 opens with a disclaimer that is as important as anything 
Paul says in the chapter. After the extraordinary testimony of verses 4-11, Paul immediately 
and emphatically says: I have not arrived. This is not false modesty. It is genuine theological 
honesty -- and it serves a specific pastoral purpose. The Philippian community may contain 
people who believe that spiritual maturity means a settled, arrived-at state -- a plateau of 
completion where the striving is over and the achievement is sufficient. Paul refuses that 
claim for himself with unusual directness. He uses the same verb (katalambano -- to take hold 
of, to seize, to apprehend) twice in verse 12 -- once of what Christ has done to him (Christ 
Jesus took hold of me) and once of what Paul has not yet done for himself (I have not yet 
taken hold of it). If Paul has not arrived, no one has. And no one should be living as though 
they have. 

"But One Thing I Do" 

Verse 13 contains what is perhaps the most concentrated statement of focused intentionality 
in all of Paul's correspondence: 'But one thing I do.' Not many things, competing for priority. 
One thing. This is the radical simplification of the spiritual life to its essential movement -- the 
singular forward press toward Christ in all His fullness. The one thing has two complementary 
movements. 'Forgetting what is behind' -- the deliberate, active, ongoing refusal to allow the 
past to function as either a source of pride or a source of paralyzing regret. The achievements 
of the past are rubbish -- counted loss, thrown away. The failures of the past are also behind -- 
the grace that found Paul in his persecuting has made him a new man. Both must be forgotten 
-- not in the sense of amnesia, but in the sense of not allowing either to function as the 
governing reality of the present moment. 'Straining toward what is ahead' (epekteinomenos -- 
to stretch out toward, to extend oneself fully) is the image of the runner at full sprint, body 
extended, every muscle engaged, leaning so far into the finish line that the whole posture 
expresses the totality of the effort. 

Maturity and the Shared Pursuit 

Verse 15 makes a claim that at first appears paradoxical: 'All of us who are mature should take 
such a view of things.' What view? The view of someone who has not yet arrived, who is still 
pressing, who is forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead. Maturity is not 
the complacent arrival that some in the community may be claiming. Maturity is the sober, 



honest, forward-pressing self-assessment of someone who knows they are still on the way. 
The mature believer is precisely the one who knows that they have not yet obtained. The 
person who claims to have obtained has revealed, by that claim, that they do not yet 
understand what it is they are pressing toward -- because Christlikeness cannot be attained 
and then possessed as a completed achievement. Christ Himself is inexhaustible, and the 
knowledge of Him always opens onto more of Himself that remains to be known. 

Key Observations 

• 'Not that I have already arrived' is Paul's most direct repudiation of 
spiritual perfectionism -- the man with the most extraordinary testimony has not 
yet arrived. 

• Christ taking hold of Paul (katalambano) is the prior and enabling reality -- 
Paul's pressing is his response to being apprehended, not his effort to apprehend. 

• 'Forgetting what is behind' means neither pride in past achievements nor 
paralysis from past failures -- both are left behind in the grace that makes every 
yesterday the fuel for today's pressing. 

• 'Straining toward what is ahead' is the most physically vivid word in the 
passage -- full-body, total-effort, all-in pursuit. 

• Maturity is defined as the posture of ongoing pursuit, not the complacency 
of claimed arrival. 

• The prize is the heavenward call of God in Christ Jesus -- not a reward earned 
by striving but the destination of the grace that initiated the journey. 

 

 

Philippians 3:17-21 -- Enemies of the Cross and 
Citizens of Heaven 

Join together in following my example, brothers and sisters, and just as you have us as a 
model, keep your eyes on those who live as we do. For, as I have often told you before and 
now tell you again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their 
destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their 
mind is set on earthly things. But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a 
Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring 
everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his 
glorious body. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Follow my example, brothers and sisters -- and keep your eyes on those whose lives 
look like mine. Because I am telling you again, and I am telling you with tears: many 
people in our world are living as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their destination is 
destruction. Their real god is their appetite. The things they are proud of are actually 
things they should be ashamed of. Their entire mental and emotional orientation is 
fixed on earthly things. That is not us. Our citizenship -- our real home, our true 
commonwealth, where our deepest loyalty and identity belongs -- is in heaven. And 



from there we are eagerly waiting for a Savior: the Lord Jesus Christ. When He comes, 
He will use His power -- the same power by which He brings everything under His 
control -- to transform our lowly, mortal bodies into bodies like His glorious 
resurrection body. 

 

"Enemies of the Cross of Christ" -- With Tears 

The description of the enemies of the cross is prefaced by a phrase that carries enormous 
emotional weight: 'even with tears.' Paul is weeping as he writes this. These are not people he 
can dismiss with cold theological condemnation. Their characteristics form a tragic portrait. 
'Their destiny is destruction' (apoleia -- ruin, final loss) -- this is Paul's sober assessment of 
the trajectory their lives are on. 'Their god is their stomach' -- the belly (koilia) as god 
describes the life organized around appetite -- the insatiable drive to satisfy physical desires, 
to arrange life around the satisfaction of the self's cravings. 'Their glory is in their shame' -- 
what they boast in is precisely the things they should be ashamed of. Spiritual inversion at its 
most complete: the value system has become so corrupted that they celebrate what ought to 
produce repentance. 'Their mind is set on earthly things' -- the governing orientation of their 
thinking and desiring is anchored in the categories and the values of this present age, this 
passing order, this visible and temporary arrangement of things. 

"But Our Citizenship Is in Heaven" 

The contrast Paul now draws is one of the most powerful in the letter -- and one of the most 
specifically calibrated to the Philippian context. 'But our citizenship is in heaven.' The word 
(politeuma -- commonwealth, colony, citizen-body) is the civic word for the body of citizens 
who share a common identity, common laws, and a common homeland. For the Philippians -- 
proud Roman colonists who understood deeply what it meant to live in a colony of Rome, to 
organize life around Roman law and Roman identity while living far from the motherland -- 
this language would have landed with extraordinary force. The Philippian colony existed to 
express the values and the identity of Rome in Macedonia. Paul is saying: you are a different 
kind of colony. Your commonwealth, your citizen-body, your true homeland is not Rome -- it 
is heaven. You are a colony of heaven planted in Philippi, called to express the values and the 
identity of heaven in the middle of a proudly Roman city. This reframing is not escapism. It is 
the reordering of the community's fundamental identity. 

"Who Will Transform Our Lowly Bodies" 

The return of the Savior brings with it the transformation of the body -- the final, physical, 
comprehensive redemption of the whole person. 'He will transform our lowly bodies so that 
they will be like his glorious body.' The word for transform (metaschematizoó -- to change the 
form, to transfigure) describes a comprehensive change of the physical form -- not the 
abandonment of the body but its glorification. The lowly body (the body in its present state of 
weakness, decay, limitation, suffering, and mortality) will be conformed to the glorious body 
of the risen Christ. This is accomplished 'by the power that enables him to bring everything 
under his control' -- the same power that has been described throughout the letter, the power 
that raised Christ from the dead. The same power will accomplish the final transformation 
that completes what the cross began. 

Key Observations 



• The call to imitation is communal -- the Philippians are to keep their eyes on 
those who are actually living the pattern, not merely describing it. 

• The tears before the description of the enemies of the cross reveal pastoral 
grief, not cold theological condemnation. 

• The four characteristics of the enemies (destruction-bound, belly-god, 
glory-in-shame, earthly-minded) form a tragic portrait of a life organized around 
the wrong things. 

• 'Our citizenship is in heaven' is specifically calibrated to Philippi as a 
Roman colony -- you are a different kind of colony, expressing the values of a 
different motherland. 

• The eager awaiting of the Savior is the forward orientation of the heaven-
citizenship -- looking for the One coming from the homeland to complete the rescue. 

• The transformation of the body is accomplished by the power of the 
returning Lord, not achieved by the believer's striving -- the final act of grace 
completing what the first act of grace began. 

 

 

What This Chapter Means for Us Today 

1. Identify What You Are Trusting In Besides Christ -- and Count It 
Loss 

The most practically demanding invitation of Philippians 3 is the one Paul models in verses 4-
8. Everyone who reads this chapter has their own version of Paul's list -- the religious 
performance, the theological knowledge, the ministry track record, the moral achievement, 
the spiritual experience, the family heritage, the denominational identity that has quietly 
accumulated alongside Christ as a co-ground of confidence before God. Paul does not tell you 
that these things are bad. He tells you to count them loss. To hold them with open hands. To 
refuse to allow any of them to function as the basis of your standing before God. Only the 
righteousness that comes from God, received through faith in Christ -- not your own 
righteousness at all -- can actually bear the weight of your eternal standing. Everything else is 
rubbish in that role. 

2. Live in the Forward Press -- Refuse Both Pride and Paralysis 

The 'one thing' of verse 13 -- forgetting what is behind and pressing toward what is ahead -- is 
the posture that Paul models and recommends for everyone who would follow his example. 
The twin dangers that the one thing guards against are both forms of being stuck: the pride 
that looks back at past achievements and treats them as sufficient, and the paralysis that looks 
back at past failures and treats them as definitive. Grace addresses both. The achievements 
are counted loss -- not the basis of the present confidence. The failures are forgiven and 
forgotten -- not the definition of the present identity. Both are behind. The ahead is Christ. 
The posture is the press. 



3. Take Your Heavenly Citizenship More Seriously Than Your 
Earthly One 

'Our citizenship is in heaven' is not a platitude. It is an identity statement with comprehensive 
practical implications. The believer whose deepest loyalty, whose governing values, whose 
organizing principles, and whose ultimate allegiance belong to the commonwealth of heaven 
will necessarily live differently from the person whose citizenship is primarily earthly. 
Different relationship to money (it is the economy of a passing order). Different relationship 
to political power (Caesar is not Lord). Different relationship to cultural acceptance (the 
values of the surrounding culture are not the community's constitution). Different 
relationship to suffering (the homeland is coming, and its arrival will transform even the lowly 
body). Take the heavenly citizenship seriously enough to let it actually govern how you live. 

4. Keep Running -- Maturity Means Ongoing Pursuit, Not 
Achieved Arrival 

The pastoral wisdom of verse 15 -- 'all of us who are mature should take this view' -- is a 
standing invitation to refuse the complacency of the person who believes they have arrived. 
The most spiritually advanced person in any community is the one who knows most clearly 
how much further there is to go. The deepest knowledge of Christ always opens onto more of 
Christ that remains to be known. The greatest love always finds more to love in the 
inexhaustible Person of the One who is love. The mature community is not the satisfied 
community. It is the pressing, straining, forgetting-what-is-behind, reaching-toward-what-is-
ahead community -- running together, keeping their eyes on the models who live this way, 
eagerly awaiting the Savior who will complete what they are pressing toward. 

5. Be Moved by the Losses -- and Grieve With Tears for Those on 
the Wrong Path 

Paul's tears in verse 18 are a model of mature pastoral engagement with those who are 
walking toward destruction. The enemies of the cross are not objects of contempt for Paul. 
They are objects of grief -- people for whom the cross would have been sufficient, who have 
chosen the belly-god and the earthly mind and the glory-in-shame. The community that has 
genuinely pressed toward the prize of the upward call will not be able to watch people walk 
away from the cross without the tears that compassion produces. Not the bitter tears of 
disappointment -- the warm tears of genuine love for people who do not know what they are 
losing. 

 

How This Chapter Relates to Today 

Philippians 3 speaks with almost uncanny precision into some of the specific spiritual 
pathologies of the contemporary church. The Judaizing error -- the addition of human 
religious performance to the gospel as the ground of standing before God -- has not 
disappeared. It has simply changed its specific content. The contemporary versions include: 
the moralism that makes behavioral compliance the evidence and ground of divine 
acceptance; the spiritual-experience culture that makes the intensity of felt divine encounters 
the measure of authentic faith; the theological correctness culture that makes the accuracy of 



doctrinal positions the badge of spiritual authenticity; and the ministry achievement culture 
that measures spiritual significance by the size of one's platform or the impressiveness of 
one's organization. All of these are versions of the Philippian error -- the quiet addition of 
human qualifications alongside Christ as the ground of confidence. 

And Paul's answer to all of them is the same: count it loss. Not because the things themselves 
are necessarily evil -- Paul's credentials were real and impressive. But because the moment 
they become the ground of confidence before God, they occupy a place that belongs to Christ 
alone. And Christ, placed on the other side of the scale, makes the comparison absurd. 
Rubbish. The forward-press culture of verses 12-14 is equally countercultural in a church 
environment that tends toward either the complacency of the arrived or the anxiety of the 
perpetually insecure. Paul offers a third way: the confident, joyful, fully engaged, non-arrived 
forward press of someone who knows both where they are coming from (the grace of the One 
who took hold of them) and where they are going (the prize of the upward call in Christ 
Jesus). Not anxious. Not complacent. Pressing. 

 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we have walked through Philippians chapter 3 and we are holding two 
things simultaneously -- the open hands that have let go of everything we were trusting in 
besides Christ, and the reaching hands of the forward press that is straining toward 
everything we have not yet fully possessed in Him. 

Lord, we confess the lists we have been keeping. The credentials we have been quietly 
trusting. The religious performance, the theological knowledge, the ministry record, the 
moral achievement -- the things we have allowed to share the ground of confidence with 
Christ. We see them now in the light of the surpassing worth of knowing Him, and we want to 
count them what they actually are in that role: loss. Rubbish. The thing to be thrown away so 
that the hands can be open to receive the righteousness that comes from God through faith in 
Christ. 

Give us the one thing. The forward press. The forgetting of what is behind -- both the 
achievements we have been proud of and the failures we have been paralyzed by. Give us the 
reaching, straining, full-body extension toward what is ahead -- toward knowing Christ 
more fully, toward the power of His resurrection breaking into the places of our deepest 
weakness, toward the fellowship of His sufferings that conforms us to His death, toward the 
resurrection from the dead that Your power will accomplish when the Savior comes from 
heaven. 

Let our citizenship be genuinely, not merely theoretically, in heaven. Let us actually be what 
we claim to be -- a colony of heaven in the midst of an earthly city. And give us Paul's tears. 
Let us grieve with genuine compassion for those who are on the path that leads to destruction 
-- the belly-god worshipers, the glory-in-shame livers, the earthly-minded. Let us weep for 
them -- and let the weeping move us toward the kind of faithful, joyful, visible pressing that 
might, by the grace of God, make the prize visible enough that they too want to run toward it. 
To the One who took hold of us before we could take hold of Him -- be all glory, forever and 
ever. Amen. 

Philippians Chapter 4 



A Deep Expository Study: Standing Firm, Rejoicing Always, The 
Peace That Surpasses Understanding, and the Secret of 
Contentment in Every Circumstance 

 

Introduction to Philippians Chapter 4 

The Letter's Landing -- Where Theology Becomes the Texture of 
Daily Life 

Philippians chapter 4 is where everything the letter has built comes to rest. It is not a winding 
down -- it is a landing. After the soaring Christology of the hymn in chapter 2, the radical 
revaluation of chapter 3, and the forward press of the athletic metaphor, chapter 4 brings all 
of that theology into the most ordinary and most demanding territory of all: the daily, 
moment-by-moment, circumstance-tested life of a community trying to live in the peace and 
joy of the gospel while surrounded by opposition, internal conflict, financial limitation, and 
the grinding pressures of ordinary existence. 

The chapter is remarkable for the range of what it covers in a small space. It addresses a 
specific interpersonal conflict between two named women. It contains the most concentrated 
ethical instruction in the letter -- 'whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, 
whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable -- think about such things.' It 
holds one of the most beloved promises in all of Scripture -- 'the peace of God, which 
transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.' And it 
closes with what is, in some ways, the most astounding theological claim of the entire letter -- 
the quiet, matter-of-fact statement of a man who has learned, in whatever state he is in, to be 
content. The contentment was not natural. It was learned. And the learning happened in the 
school of real, specific, costly circumstances. 

The Structure of Chapter 4 

The chapter moves through six major sections. First, the call to stand firm -- addressed to 
specific people and grounded in the joy of the gospel community (vv. 1-3). Second, the quartet 
of commands for the anxious heart -- rejoice, be gentle, pray, and think -- with the promise of 
the surpassing peace attached (vv. 4-9). Third, the thanksgiving for the Philippians' gift and 
the extraordinary testimony of learned contentment (vv. 10-13). Fourth, the theology of giving 
-- the Philippians' generosity framed as participation in Paul's mission and as a fragrant 
offering to God (vv. 14-18). Fifth, the assurance of God's provision from His glorious riches in 
Christ Jesus (v. 19). Sixth, the final greetings and benediction (vv. 20-23). 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we come to the final chapter of Philippians knowing that we are about to be 
given something rare -- a theology of peace and contentment that was not worked out in a 
classroom or a quiet study but in chains, in need, in the uncertainty of a Roman trial, in the 
genuine pressures of a life given entirely to the gospel. We want what Paul has. Not the 
circumstances he was in -- but the settled, deep, unshakeable peace and contentment that he 
had in the midst of them. 



So we ask for what only You can give: the peace that surpasses understanding to guard our 
hearts and minds. The ability to bring everything to You in prayer rather than carrying it as 
anxiety. The capacity to set our minds on what is true and noble and right and pure and 
lovely and admirable. And the secret that Paul says he has learned -- the contentment in 
every circumstance that comes not from the circumstances being favorable but from the 
strength of the One who gives it. Do this in us, Lord. Not as a technique we apply, but as a 
fruit of genuinely knowing the God who is near. In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

 

Philippians 4:1-3 -- Stand Firm, and Reconcile: 
Specific People, Specific Appeal 

Therefore, my brothers and sisters, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand 
firm in the Lord in this way, dear friends! I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to 
be of the same mind in the Lord. Yes, and I ask you, my true companion, to help these 
women since they have contended at my side in the cause of the gospel, along with Clement 
and the rest of my co-workers, whose names are in the book of life. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

My brothers and sisters -- you whom I love and long for, you who are my joy and crown 
-- stand firm in the Lord. That is what I need from you. And now I am going to name 
two women directly: Euodia and Syntyche. I am pleading with both of you -- equally, 
with the same appeal -- to get to the same mind in the Lord. And I am asking whoever 
is walking with them to step in and help, because these women have contended beside 
me in the cause of the gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my co-workers. And 
all of their names are in the book of life -- do not forget that. 

 

"My Joy and Crown" 

Before Paul addresses the conflict in the community, he does something pastorally essential: 
he names what the Philippians are to him. 'My brothers and sisters, you whom I love and long 
for, my joy and crown.' The crown (stephanos) was the victor's wreath -- the prize given to the 
winner in the athletic games, the honor placed on the head of the returning conqueror. Paul 
says the Philippians are his crown. Not merely his pride -- his evidence of genuine ministry. 
The community at Philippi is the tangible fruit of Paul's labor, the living demonstration that 
his running has not been in vain, the present and future joy that will be completed at the day 
of Christ Jesus (1:6). The community he is about to correct is the community he loves most 
deeply. The correction, when it comes, is grounded in love, not management. 

Euodia and Syntyche -- Named, Not Shamed 

The specificity of verses 2-3 is one of the most remarkable features of the letter. Paul does not 
treat the conflict between Euodia and Syntyche as a private matter to be handled quietly. He 
names both women publicly, in a letter that would have been read aloud to the entire 
congregation. This is not an act of public shaming -- it is an act of public honor. These are 
women who have 'contended at my side in the cause of the gospel' -- the word (synathleo -- to 



contend alongside) is the same athletic word used in 1:27 for the whole community striving 
together for the faith of the gospel. They are named because they are real, significant, gospel-
serving members of the community whose reconciliation matters enough to address by name. 
The appeal is identical for both women -- Paul does not take sides, does not indicate who is 
right, calls both to the same thing: the mind of Christ, the 'same mind' he called the whole 
community to in 2:2. 

"Whose Names Are in the Book of Life" 

The closing phrase of verse 3 is breathtaking in its pastoral care and theological weight. 
Having named the women and their co-workers, having described their service in the gospel, 
Paul closes with: 'whose names are in the book of life.' The book of life is the eschatological 
register of those who belong to God, who will share in the final salvation (Exodus 32:32, 
Daniel 12:1, Revelation 3:5, 20:12). Their names are there. Their ultimate standing is secure. 
Their conflict, however real and however painful, does not define them at the deepest level. At 
the deepest level, they are people whose names God has written. And people who know their 
names are in the book of life have every reason to resolve their earthly conflicts from the 
security of their eternal standing. 

Key Observations 

• Naming the Philippians as 'joy and crown' before addressing the conflict 
establishes that the correction comes from love, not management. 

• Euodia and Syntyche are named because they matter -- gospel co-workers 
honored by being addressed directly. 

• The appeal to both women is identical -- neither is favored, neither is 
condemned, both are called to the same mind in the same Lord. 

• 'In the Lord' qualifies the resolution -- the conflict is not resolved by human 
negotiation but by both parties returning to the ground of their shared identity in 
Christ. 

• 'Whose names are in the book of life' grounds the appeal in the deepest 
possible reality -- people whose names are secured eternally have every reason to 
release earthly conflict. 

 

 

Philippians 4:4-7 -- Rejoice, Be Gentle, Pray, and 
Receive the Peace That Surpasses Understanding 

Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! Let your gentleness be evident to all. 
The Lord is near. Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and 
petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which 
transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Rejoice in the Lord -- always. And I mean it enough to say it twice: Rejoice! Let your 
gentleness, your reasonableness, your willingness to yield -- let all of that be visible to 



everyone around you. Here is why: the Lord is near. He is close. He is coming. So stop 
being anxious about anything -- and I mean anything. Instead, in every single situation, 
bring it to God. Pray. Make specific requests. And do all of it with genuine 
thanksgiving. Here is what happens when you do: the peace of God -- a peace that goes 
beyond anything your mind can produce or comprehend -- will stand guard over your 
heart and your mind in Christ Jesus. God's own peace becomes the garrison protecting 
your inner life. 

 

"Rejoice in the Lord Always -- I Will Say It Again: Rejoice!" 

The command to rejoice appears for the third time in the letter -- and this time with an 
emphasis that goes beyond all the others: 'I will say it again.' The doubling is deliberate. Paul 
is pressing the command into the community with an urgency that acknowledges both its 
centrality and its difficulty. Rejoicing is not natural in every circumstance. It requires the 
same deliberate choice that Paul described when he said 'I will continue to rejoice' in 1:18. 'In 
the Lord always' -- the qualifier 'in the Lord' is everything. Paul is not commanding a 
performance of happiness regardless of circumstances. He is commanding a rejoicing that is 
located in the Lord -- in the unshakeable character of the One whose love is unchanging, 
whose purposes are unfrustrated, whose promises are unbreakable. When the circumstances 
are difficult -- and Paul's are -- the Lord is unchanged. The joy is in Him, not in the 
circumstances. And because He is unchanging, the joy can be 'always.' 

"Let Your Gentleness Be Evident to All" -- The Lord Is Near 

Verse 5 introduces the quality of gentleness (epieikeia -- often translated as reasonableness or 
forbearance): the attitude of the person who, when they could insist on what is legally or 
morally theirs, chooses instead to yield -- not from weakness but from the overflow of a 
secure, grace-formed inner life. The person who is rejoicing in the Lord genuinely -- who is 
located in the unshakeable character of the One who holds them -- does not need to fight for 
every right. They can afford to be gentle. 'To all' -- not merely to fellow believers, not merely to 
those who deserve it, but to everyone. The gentleness of the gospel community is a witness. 
And 'the Lord is near' grounds it all: near in time (the return of the Savior is coming), near in 
presence (the risen Christ is close, accessible, aware). This temporal and spatial nearness is a 
reason for gentleness (you do not need to vindicate yourself -- He is coming to do that), a 
reason for rejoicing (the prize is near), and a reason not to be anxious (the outcome is 
secured). 

"Do Not Be Anxious About Anything" 

The command of verse 6 is among the most absolute in the letter: 'Do not be anxious about 
anything.' The word for anxious (merimnaō) carries the sense of the dividing, fragmenting, 
paralyzing mental torment that comes from trying to manage what is ultimately 
unmanageable by human means. 'About anything' is categorical and unapologetic -- not 
'about the most serious things,' not 'about the things you cannot control,' but about anything. 
This is not because the circumstances do not deserve concern or because the difficulties are 
not real. It is because there is no circumstance, no difficulty, no situation that falls outside the 
knowledge, the care, and the sovereign capacity of the God who is near. The alternative to 
anxiety is prayer -- specifically, the bringing of every situation before God in the full range of 
what prayer can be: prayer (proseuchē -- the general act of addressing God), petition (deēsis -- 



specific, urgent request for a specific need), and thanksgiving (eucharistia -- gratitude that 
accompanies every request, the expression of a heart that trusts the One it is asking). 

"The Peace of God Which Transcends All Understanding" 

The promise attached to the prayer instruction is one of the most beloved in Scripture. 'The 
peace of God' -- not peace from God in the sense of something He gives from a distance, but 
the peace that belongs to God Himself -- the shalom of the divine inner life, the perfect, 
untroubled serenity of the One whose purposes cannot be frustrated. God is sharing His own 
peace with those who bring their anxiety to Him in prayer. 'Which transcends all 
understanding' -- it cannot be explained by favorable circumstances, produced by intellectual 
argument, or manufactured by religious technique. It is given by the God who is near, in 
response to the prayer that presents its requests with thanksgiving. 'Will guard your hearts 
and your minds in Christ Jesus' -- the word for guard (phroureo) is a military word: the 
posting of a garrison to protect a position. The peace of God stands guard -- stationed at the 
gates of the heart and the mind, intercepting anxiety before it can take up residence, turning 
back fear before it can breach the walls. Both the heart (the seat of emotion and will) and the 
mind (the seat of thought and reasoning) are under this garrison -- in Christ Jesus, the sphere 
of union that is the anchor of the peace. 

Key Observations 

• 'Rejoice in the Lord always' is a commanded posture, not a demanded 
feeling -- located in the unchanging character of the Lord rather than the changing 
circumstances of life. 

• 'The Lord is near' holds temporal (imminent return) and spatial (present 
nearness) dimensions simultaneously -- both are grounds for gentleness, prayer, 
and freedom from anxiety. 

• 'About anything' makes the anxiety prohibition categorical -- no circumstance 
is excluded from the command or from the prayer. 

• The three prayer words (prayer, petition, thanksgiving) describe a 
comprehensive, specific, and grateful bringing of every situation before 
the near God. 

• The peace of God transcends understanding -- it cannot be explained by 
circumstances or manufactured by technique, only received from the God who shares 
His own shalom with those who pray. 

• 'Will guard' is military language -- an active, posted garrison protecting the heart 
and mind from anxiety's assault. 

 

 

Philippians 4:8-9 -- The Command to Think: Truth, 
Nobility, Righteousness, Purity, and the God of 
Peace 



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. 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. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Here is a final word on the shape of your mental life: fill it with what is true. Fill it with 
what is honorable. Fill it with what is genuinely right. Fill it with what is morally clean 
and pure. Fill it with what is genuinely beautiful and pleasing. Fill it with what has a 
good reputation -- what is worth talking about, what builds up. Anything that qualifies 
as genuinely excellent or genuinely praiseworthy -- set your mind on that. And then, 
whatever you have learned from me, received from me, heard from me, or seen in me -- 
actually do it. Put it into practice. And here is the promise: not just the peace of God, 
but the God of peace Himself will be with you. 

 

The Eight-Word Catalog of Right Thinking 

Verse 8 is one of the most practically important instructions in the chapter -- and one of the 
most misunderstood. It is often read as a general encouragement to think positive thoughts or 
to avoid disturbing content. This is a significant misreading. Paul is describing the shape of a 
mind that has been renewed by the gospel and that is actively directing its attention toward 
what is genuinely real, genuinely good, and genuinely worth contemplating. The eight 
qualities: 'True' (alethe) -- the foundation, aligned with reality as God sees it, refusing fear-
based falsehood and the enemy's distorted narrative. 'Noble' (semna) -- honorable, dignified, 
worthy of respect, the gravity of a mind that takes what matters seriously. 'Right' (dikaia) -- 
righteous, just, conforming to what is right in God's sight. 'Pure' (hagna) -- morally clean, 
uncontaminated, refusing to allow the impure to govern the mental atmosphere. 'Lovely' 
(prosphile) -- pleasing, beautiful in a wholesome sense, the genuine goodness and beauty 
woven into creation and community. 'Admirable' (euphema) -- of good report, the kind of 
content that, when spoken about, builds up rather than tears down. 'Excellent or 
praiseworthy' (arete, epainos) -- a summary category: morally excellent, deserving of praise. 

"Think About Such Things" -- and "Put It Into Practice" 

The word for think (logizomai -- to reckon, to carefully consider) is the same accounting word 
Paul used in chapter 3 when he counted his credentials as loss. This is not casual, passive, 
drifting thought. It is the deliberate, sustained, intentional direction of the mind's attention 
toward a specific category of content. The mind does not naturally drift toward what is true 
and noble and right and pure and lovely and admirable. In a fallen world, bombarded by 
content designed to capture attention and shaped by the patterns of the old self, the mind 
drifts toward what is anxious, resentful, lustful, comparatively envious, fearful. The command 
to think on these things is the command to interrupt that drift and deliberately, intentionally, 
repeatedly redirect. And verse 9 moves from the mind to the life: 'put it into practice' -- the 
instruction points to the whole of the apostolic tradition that Paul has transmitted, including 
the autobiography of the letter itself: the joy in chains, the reframing of imprisonment as 
gospel advance, the counting of credentials as loss, the forward press, the contentment in 
every circumstance. 'What you have seen in me' -- the life is the curriculum. The promise 
attached to the practice is subtly different from verse 7's promise: not 'the peace of God' but 



'the God of peace' -- not merely the gift but the Giver Himself personally present with the 
practicing community. 

Key Observations 

• The eight-word catalog of right thinking describes deliberate, intentional, 
sustained direction of mental attention -- not passive cheerfulness but active, 
reformed contemplation. 

• 'True' is foundational -- all the other qualities are dimensions of what is genuinely 
real and good, not what is pleasant or comfortable. 

• Logizomai (think/reckon) is deliberate -- the mind does not naturally drift 
toward these things and must be actively directed. 

• The practice command makes the thought-life inseparable from the lived 
life -- right thinking produces right living, and both are necessary. 

• 'The God of peace' is the promise of verse 9 -- not merely the gift of peace but 
the Giver's personal presence accompanying the practicing community. 

 

 

Philippians 4:10-13 -- The Secret of Contentment: 
The Theology of Enough in Every Circumstance 

I rejoiced greatly in the Lord that at last you renewed your concern for me. Indeed, you 
were concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it. I am not saying this because I am 
in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. 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. I 
can do all this through him who gives me strength. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

I am genuinely glad -- glad in the Lord -- that after some time you had the chance to 
renew your care for me. I know you cared all along, you just did not have the 
opportunity to show it. And I want to be clear: I am not saying this because I was in a 
state of desperate need. Because here is what I have learned -- and this is something I 
had to actually learn through experience: I can be content in any circumstance. I know 
what it is to have nothing. I know what it is to have more than enough. I have been 
initiated into the secret of being content in every situation -- hungry or full, in need or 
in abundance. And the way I do it is this: through Christ, who is the One who gives me 
strength for it. 

 

"I Have Learned to Be Content" 

Verse 11 contains one of the most theologically important phrases in the chapter: 'I have 
learned to be content whatever the circumstances.' The word for content (autarkes -- self-
sufficient, adequate, needing nothing additional) was prized by the Stoic philosophers to 



describe the inner independence of the truly wise person -- the sage who has mastered their 
own desires so that external circumstances can neither add to nor subtract from their 
wellbeing. Paul takes the word and completely transforms its grounding. He is content -- but 
not by Stoic self-sufficiency. His contentment is Christ-rooted. And the crucial qualifier is in 
the word he uses for 'learned': mematisthai -- the Greek word for being initiated into a 
mystery, for learning through experience, for the kind of knowing that comes not from study 
but from living through the thing. Paul has been initiated into contentment through the actual 
experience of both abundance and need, both honor and shame, both freedom and chains. 
The contentment is the fruit of real suffering and real provision, all of them processed in the 
light of the gospel and all of them found to be insufficient on their own to define the quality of 
his inner life. 

"I Know What It Is to Be in Need -- and to Have Plenty" 

Verse 12 gives the curriculum of the school of contentment: '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.' The range is 
comprehensive. Paul has been in every part of this range -- the privations of his missionary 
life (2 Corinthians 11:27) are real, and the seasons of provision from communities like the 
Philippians are equally real. The discovery Paul has made is that neither extreme, in itself, 
produces contentment. Abundance does not produce contentment -- the person who has 
everything they want discovers quickly that wanting more arrives before appreciation for what 
is already held. Need does not produce contentment either -- the person in genuine privation 
who has not learned the secret is not peaceful but anxious. Neither the having nor the lacking 
is the source. The source must persist through both -- and Paul is about to name it. 

"I Can Do All This Through Him Who Gives Me Strength" 

Verse 13 is among the most quoted and most misapplied verses in the New Testament. It has 
been used to claim divine empowerment for athletic achievement, business success, and 
virtually any other human goal. This is a misreading so complete that it inverts the passage's 
meaning. Paul is not describing the divine empowerment for self-actualization. He is 
describing the divine empowerment for contentment in deprivation. 'All this' does not refer to 
all human endeavors generally. It refers specifically to the 'any and every situation' of verse 12 
-- the contentment in need and in plenty, in hunger and in fullness, in want and in abundance. 
'I can do all this' means: I can be content in every circumstance. This is what Paul can do -- 
through Him who gives him strength. The contentment is not Paul's achievement. It is Christ's 
empowerment of Paul -- the ongoing, moment-by-moment supply of the inner strength that 
enables Paul to receive whatever the circumstances bring without being defined or destroyed 
by them. The secret is not a technique. Not a mindset shift. The secret is a Person -- the One 
who gives strength from within, who is the content of the life (1:21), who is the ground of the 
joy that cannot be taken away (4:4), who is the riches from which every need is supplied 
(4:19). 

Key Observations 

• Paul's thanksgiving is carefully worded to express genuine gratitude 
without creating dependence -- releasing the Philippians from obligation while 
honoring their partnership. 



• Mematisthai (learned through initiation) distinguishes Paul's contentment 
from Stoic self-sufficiency -- it was formed through real, specific, costly experience, 
not through discipline or detachment. 

• Neither abundance nor need produces contentment in itself -- the source 
must persist through both extremes. 

• 'All this' refers specifically to contentment in every circumstance -- not 
general human achievement -- making this verse a testimony to Christ's sufficiency in 
deprivation. 

• The secret is a Person -- the One who gives strength from within, enabling the 
contentment that no circumstance can produce or destroy. 

 

 

Philippians 4:14-19 -- The Theology of Generosity: 
Partnership, Fragrant Offering, and God's Glorious 
Supply 

Yet it was good of you to share in my troubles. Moreover, as you know, you Philippians 
were the only ones who gave me financial support when I set out from Macedonia, even in 
the early days of your acquaintance with me. For even when I was in Thessalonica, you 
sent me aid more than once when I was in need. Not that I desire your gifts; what I desire 
is that more be credited to your account. 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. And my God 
will meet all your needs according to the riches of his glory in Christ Jesus. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Still, it was genuinely good of you to share in my difficulty -- to be partners with me in 
what I am going through. And I want you to know your history: of all the churches I 
planted, you Philippians were the only ones who provided regular financial support. 
Even when I had just left Macedonia and was in Thessalonica, you sent help more than 
once. I am not fishing for more gifts -- what I actually want is for more to be credited to 
your account before God. I have what I need. I am fully supplied, now that 
Epaphroditus has brought me what you sent. Here is what that gift is in God's eyes: it is 
a fragrant offering. An acceptable sacrifice. Something that is genuinely pleasing to 
God. And because of that -- because of who He is and what He sees in your giving -- my 
God will meet all your needs, according to the riches of His glory in Christ Jesus. 

 

"It Was Good of You to Share in My Troubles" 

Having established that his contentment does not depend on their gift, Paul is now free to 
honor the gift for what it actually is -- an act of love, of gospel partnership, of costly 
generosity. 'It was good of you to share in my troubles' -- the word 'share' (synkoinonesantes -
- to co-participate, to have fellowship in) is the koinonia word that has characterized the 



Philippians' partnership from the beginning (1:5). Their gift is not charity to a needy recipient 
-- it is the practical expression of the deep gospel fellowship that has bound them to Paul from 
the first day. Of all the communities Paul planted, the Philippians alone provided regular 
financial support. During his time in Thessalonica -- the very next city after Philippi in his 
missionary journey -- they sent aid more than once. The consistency and the generosity of the 
Philippian church, measured against the silence of the other churches, is remarkable. Paul 
honors it explicitly. 

"A Fragrant Offering, an Acceptable Sacrifice, Pleasing to God" 

Verse 18 elevates the Philippians' gift from a financial transaction to a sacrificial act -- using 
the Old Testament sacrificial vocabulary that Paul also used in Ephesians 5:2 (where Christ's 
death is described as 'a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God'). The three phrases -- fragrant 
offering (osme euodias -- the pleasing aroma ascending to God), acceptable sacrifice (thysian 
dekten -- a sacrifice that is received and approved), pleasing to God (euareston to theo -- well-
pleasing, fully satisfying to the divine recipient) -- together describe an act of giving that has 
been received by God Himself as an act of worship. The Philippians' gift to Paul is not merely 
a kindness to a man in need. It is a sacrifice offered to God -- ascending to Him as a pleasing 
aroma, received by Him as acceptable and well-pleasing. Every act of genuinely gospel-
motivated, Spirit-prompted generosity is an offering to God -- and God receives it as such. 

"My God Will Meet All Your Needs According to the Riches of His Glory" 

Verse 19 is the great promise of the passage -- and its ground and measure must be carefully 
established. 'My God will meet all your needs' -- the God Paul speaks of is not a generic deity. 
It is 'my God' -- the God who has been Paul's God through chains and freedom, through 
abundance and want, whose faithfulness Paul has tested in the most extreme conditions and 
found to be total. 'All your needs' -- not some needs, not just the spiritual ones, but all -- the 
scope of divine provision is the scope of human need. 'According to the riches of his glory in 
Christ Jesus' -- this is the measure of the supply. Not according to the adequacy of your faith, 
not according to the quality of your previous generosity, not according to the impressiveness 
of your spiritual experience. According to the riches of His glory -- the inexhaustible, 
immeasurable treasury of the divine glory itself. The measure of the supply is God's own 
richness, not the recipient's worthiness. And the channel through which the supply comes is 
Christ Jesus -- always the same answer in Philippians. 

Key Observations 

• The Philippians' gift is honored as genuine gospel partnership -- koinonia 
made material, fellowship embodied in financial sacrifice. 

• 'Credited to your account' uses eschatological bookkeeping -- the generosity 
is recorded in the ledger that matters most. 

• The sacrificial language (fragrant offering, acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to 
God) frames financial generosity as worship -- an offering received by God with 
the same delight as the Old Testament sacrificial aroma. 

• 'My God' is the personal, tested, proven God of Paul's specific experience -- 
not a generic promise from an untested deity. 

• The measure of supply is 'the riches of his glory' -- inexhaustible, 
immeasurable, calibrated to God's own richness, not the recipient's worthiness. 

 



 

Philippians 4:20-23 -- The Final Doxology and 
Benediction: Glory to the Father, Grace to the Saints 

To our God and Father be glory for ever and ever. Amen. Greet all God's people in Christ 
Jesus. The brothers and sisters who are with me send greetings. All God's people here send 
you greetings, especially those who belong to Caesar's household. The grace of our Lord 
Jesus Christ be with your spirit. Amen. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

To our God and Father -- be glory forever and ever. Amen. Greet all of God's people in 
Christ Jesus on my behalf. The brothers and sisters here with me send their greetings. 
All of God's people here send greetings -- and especially those who are in Caesar's 
household. And the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ -- be with your spirit. Amen. 

 

"To Our God and Father Be Glory Forever and Ever" 

The letter that began with grace and peace from God our Father closes with glory to God our 
Father -- and the movement from the opening to the closing is the movement of a life lived in 
the gospel. Grace comes first -- always -- as the undeserved gift that initiates and sustains 
everything. And the response to grace, when it has been genuinely received and genuinely 
lived in, is always and necessarily glory -- the returning to God of the honor and praise and 
acknowledgment that His grace has made possible. 'For ever and ever' -- the doxology is not 
limited to the present moment or the present age. It is the declaration of an eternal reality. 
The glory does not end when the earthly chapter closes. It reaches its fullness in the age to 
come, when every tongue will confess and every knee will bow, and the praise of God's glory 
that Paul has been describing since Ephesians 1:6 will find its final, perfect, eternal 
expression. 

Caesar's Household -- the Gospel's Unexpected Penetration 

The greeting from 'those who belong to Caesar's household' is a remarkable footnote to the 
entire letter. Caesar's household (Kaisaros oikia) refers not to the imperial family itself but to 
the extensive network of slaves and freedmen who served in the imperial administration -- 
people at every level of the Roman governmental structure who had come to faith in Christ 
through the penetration of the gospel into the praetorian guard and the wider imperial orbit 
that Paul mentioned in 1:13. The chains that were meant to silence Paul have produced 
something extraordinary: believers in the household of Caesar himself. The Roman Empire's 
attempt to contain the gospel has instead given the gospel access to the heart of imperial 
power. This is Paul's last, best illustration of 'what has happened to me has actually served to 
advance the gospel' (1:12). 

"The Grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ Be With Your Spirit" 

The final word of the letter is grace. As in Galatians, as in Ephesians, as in every Pauline letter 
-- the last word is grace. It is not law. It is not instruction. It is not a final warning or a 
comprehensive summary. It is grace -- the word that names the single most important reality 



of the entire Christian life from beginning to end. The grace is specifically 'of our Lord Jesus 
Christ' -- it has its source and its expression in the person of Jesus Christ, the One whose 
descent from divine equality to the cross and whose exaltation to universal lordship defines 
the gospel that Paul has been proclaiming and living throughout this letter. And it is directed 
to 'your spirit' -- to the innermost life of the person, the place where faith is exercised and joy 
is either held or lost and peace either guards or is absent. The grace goes there -- to the 
deepest place -- where it is needed most and where it does its most decisive and most lasting 
work. 

Key Observations 

• The movement from 'grace from God our Father' (opening) to 'glory to our 
God and Father' (closing) traces the arc of a life lived in the gospel -- grace 
received, glory returned. 

• 'Caesar's household' is the letter's most dramatic illustration of the 
gospel's unexpected advance -- the empire that chains the apostle becomes the soil 
from which believers grow. 

• The final word is grace -- the first and last reality of the entire Christian life, 
directed to the spirit, the deepest and most decisive place. 

 

 

What This Chapter Means for Us Today 

1. Resolve Your Conflicts -- Your Names Are in the Book of Life 

The appeal to Euodia and Syntyche is a standing invitation to every believer in the middle of 
an unresolved conflict with another member of the body of Christ. Paul names them both, 
honors them both, appeals to them both -- and grounds the appeal in the deepest possible 
reality: their names are in the book of life. If both parties in a conflict know that their names 
are written there -- that their standing before God is secured, that their ultimate fate is settled, 
that the thing they are fighting about is genuinely secondary to the thing they share -- the 
conflict becomes less defensible. Not less real. But less worth holding onto at the cost of the 
unity that the Spirit has already created. 

2. Choose to Rejoice -- and Pray Everything 

The twin commands of verses 4-6 -- rejoice always and be anxious about nothing -- are both 
commands rather than descriptions because both require decision. The rejoicing is not natural 
when the circumstances are difficult. The freedom from anxiety is not automatic when the 
pressures are real. Both require the deliberate, repeated choice to locate one's life in the Lord 
rather than in the circumstances, and to bring every specific, weighty, urgent concern to the 
God who is near rather than carrying it alone. Make the choice. Do it today. And then do it 
again tomorrow. And the peace that surpasses understanding -- the garrison of God's own 
shalom at the gates of your heart and mind -- will prove to be exactly what it was promised to 
be. 



3. Deliberately Direct Your Mental Attention 

The catalog of verse 8 is a standing indictment of the content that fills most minds in most 
moments -- anxious, resentful, comparative, fearful, impure, unlovely, not admirable. The 
command to think on what is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, and admirable is not permission 
to be naively oblivious to difficulty. It is the instruction to fill the mental life with content that 
is genuinely worthy of the image-bearers of God -- content that reflects the character of the 
God who is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, and admirable. This requires active, intentional, 
sustained effort. What are you filling your mind with? Does it belong on Paul's list? If not, the 
command stands: think about such things. 

4. Learn the Secret -- in the School of Real Circumstances 

Paul's contentment was learned, not received. That means the difficult circumstances you are 
currently in -- the limitation, the need, the uncertainty, the privation, the situation that is not 
what you would have chosen -- are the classroom in which the contentment is being formed. 
Not in spite of the difficult circumstances. Through them. The God who was Paul's sufficiency 
in chains is your sufficiency in whatever circumstance you inhabit today. The secret is not 
available in the abstract. It must be learned through the specific, real, sometimes costly 
experience of discovering that the Christ who is your life is sufficient for the life you are 
actually living. 

5. Give Generously -- It Is an Offering to God 

The framing of the Philippians' gift as a fragrant offering, an acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to 
God, is the most powerful possible motivation for generous giving. Your financial generosity 
to the work of the gospel -- to the support of those who proclaim it, to the community that 
embodies it, to the needs of those who are suffering for it -- is not merely a tax-deductible 
charitable contribution. It is a sacrifice that ascends to God as a pleasing aroma. He receives 
it. He credits it. He responds to it by meeting the needs of the one who gave, according to the 
riches of His glory in Christ Jesus. Give with this awareness. Give knowing that what you are 
doing, when it is genuinely gospel-motivated and Spirit-prompted, is an act of worship 
received by the Father with delight. 

 

How This Chapter Relates to Today 

Philippians chapter 4 speaks with extraordinary relevance into the anxiety epidemic of the 
contemporary world -- and the contemporary church. The mental health crisis of the present 
moment is real, and Paul's simple-sounding instruction to 'be anxious about nothing' is not a 
dismissal of its reality. It is the theological alternative that the crisis demands. The peace that 
Paul describes is not the peace of favorable circumstances -- he does not have them. It is the 
peace of genuine, practiced, moment-by-moment prayer-engagement with the God who is 
near, who is able, who cares, and who guards the heart and mind with His own divine shalom. 
This peace is not a therapeutic technique. It is the fruit of genuine relationship with the living 
God -- formed through prayer, sustained through the practice of right thinking, and deepened 
through the experience of His faithfulness in real, specific, costly circumstances. 

The contentment that Paul has learned -- in abundance and in need, in freedom and in chains 
-- is equally countercultural in a world organized around the maximization of experience and 



the elimination of discomfort. The consumer culture's promise is: if you can acquire enough of 
the right things, you will be content. Paul's testimony is: contentment has nothing to do with 
what you have acquired and everything to do with the One who gives strength. The learned 
contentment of the person in whom Christ lives is one of the most powerful testimonies 
available to the church -- because it is precisely what the surrounding culture is desperately 
seeking and completely unable to produce by its own means. 

And the generosity that Paul commends -- the fragrant offering, the acceptable sacrifice, the 
giving that God credits and rewards from the riches of His glory -- is the antidote to the 
hoarding anxiety that characterizes a culture that has no confidence in a God who provides. 
The person who knows that God meets all their needs according to the riches of His glory in 
Christ Jesus is the person who can give freely, generously, joyfully -- because their provision is 
not limited to what they can accumulate but is calibrated to the inexhaustible richness of God 
Himself. 

 

 

 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we have come to the end of Philippians, and we find ourselves holding the 
same things the letter has been holding throughout -- the joy that does not depend on 
circumstances, the peace that surpasses understanding, the contentment that has been 
learned in the school of real need and real provision, the generosity that is received by You as 
a fragrant offering. These are not achievements we have reached. They are gifts we are still 
learning to receive and inhabit. 

Lord, give us the settled quality of the community at Philippi -- the people whose names are in 
the book of life and who therefore can let go of the conflicts that are keeping them from the 
unity that the Spirit has already created. Help us to be Euodias and Syntyches who find our 
way back to the same mind in the Lord -- not through our own cleverness or concession but 
through both of us returning to the ground of our shared identity in Christ. 



Give us the rejoicing that is commanded rather than merely felt -- the deliberate, repeated 
choice to locate our lives in the One who is the same in every circumstance. Give us the 
freedom from anxiety that comes from genuinely bringing everything to You in prayer -- the 
prayer of a child who knows that the Father is near, is able, and is good. And give us the 
peace of God -- the garrison of Your own shalom -- standing guard at the gates of our hearts 
and minds against every assault of fear and despair. 

Renew our minds. Fill them with what is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, and admirable. Let 
the content of our mental life reflect the character of the God in whose image we are being 
renewed. And let the thinking that is formed in that renewal overflow into the practice of 
everything we have learned and received and heard and seen -- until the God of peace is with 
us, not merely His peace, but Himself. Teach us the secret -- in the school of real 
circumstances -- through Christ who gives us strength. To our God and Father be glory 
forever and ever. Amen. 
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Conclusion 

As we come to the close of Chosen Before the Foundation: A Study of the Book of Philippians, 
we are left with one overwhelming truth: true joy, peace, and purpose are found in Jesus 
Christ alone. The message of Philippians is not built upon favorable circumstances, earthly 
success, or personal comfort. It is built upon the unshakable foundation of knowing Christ 
and belonging to Him. 

 

Throughout this study, we have walked alongside Paul the Apostle as he wrote from 
imprisonment with remarkable confidence and joy. His life demonstrates that outward 
suffering cannot defeat inward faith when the heart is anchored in Christ. Paul's chains may 
have confined his body, but they could not silence his worship, weaken his purpose, or 
diminish his hope. 

 

Philippians continually reminds believers that they were not saved by accident or chance. 
God's people are part of His eternal plan and purpose. Before the foundation of the world, 
God knew those who would belong to Him, and He continues to faithfully guide, strengthen, 
and preserve them. This truth gives believers confidence in uncertain times and assurance in 
the midst of trials. 

 

We have also seen the beauty of Christ's humility. In one of the most powerful passages in all 
of Scripture, Paul reveals Jesus willingly stepping down from heavenly glory to become a 



servant and die upon the cross. His humility became the pathway to exaltation, and believers 
are called to reflect that same attitude in their relationships, service, and daily lives. 

 

This letter has challenged us to live differently. We are called to stand united in faith, reject 
selfish ambition, walk in humility, and press forward toward spiritual maturity. Paul teaches 
that believers are citizens of heaven, living in this world while ultimately belonging to another 
kingdom. Because of this, our values, priorities, and goals must be centered on Christ rather 
than temporary earthly pursuits. 

 

 

 

Philippians also gives believers practical instruction for daily living. We are reminded 
to bring anxiety to God through prayer, to fix our minds on what is pure and true, and 
to learn contentment in every circumstance. Paul discovered that strength does not 
come from human ability but from Christ who empowers His people. 

 

 

 

As you finish this study, may the truths of Philippians remain alive in your heart. May you 
continue to rejoice in the Lord even during difficult seasons. May you pursue humility, grow 
in spiritual maturity, and remain faithful to the calling God has placed upon your life. Above 
all, may you know Christ more deeply, love Him more fully, and serve Him more passionately. 

 

The message of Philippians is ultimately a call to live a Christ-centered life. When Christ 
becomes our focus, joy rises above suffering, peace overcomes fear, and eternal purpose 
outweighs temporary hardship. 

 

May the God who began a good work in you continue to strengthen, guide, and complete that 
work until the day of Jesus Christ. 

 

 

 

 

“For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” 

Philippians 1:21 

 

Philippians 



Joy, Humility, and Strength in Christ 

A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR 

 

A Note from the Author 

Dr. Paul Crawford 

Dear Reader, 

Thank you for taking the time to journey through Chosen Before the Foundation: A Study of 
the Book of Philippians. It is my sincere prayer that this study has strengthened your faith, 
deepened your understanding of God's Word, and drawn you closer to Jesus Christ. 

 

The book of Philippians has always been one of the most encouraging portions of Scripture to 
me personally. Every time I read Paul's words, I am reminded that the Christian life is not 
dependent upon comfort, ease, or outward success. Paul wrote this letter while sitting in 
prison, yet his heart overflowed with joy, peace, gratitude, and confidence in God. That truth 
alone speaks powerfully to believers living in difficult and uncertain times. 

 

As I wrote this study, I was continually reminded that believers are part of something far 
greater than themselves. We are not forgotten people drifting through history without 
purpose. God knew His children before the foundation of the world and called them according 
to His grace. Philippians reveals what life looks like when a believer fully trusts in that truth 
and lives with Christ at the center of everything. 

 

My desire throughout this book has been to present Scripture clearly, faithfully, and 
practically. I wanted readers not only to understand Philippians intellectually but also to 
experience its transforming power personally. The truths found in this letter are meant to 
shape how we think, pray, worship, suffer, serve, and live every day. 

 

 

 

Philippians reminds us to rejoice even during hardship, to pursue humility in a self-
centered world, to stand firm in faith during opposition, and to find contentment in 
Christ alone. It calls us to fix our eyes on eternity rather than temporary struggles and 
to press forward toward the heavenly prize found in Jesus Christ. 

 

 

 



I pray this study has encouraged you to seek a deeper relationship with the Lord and a 
stronger commitment to His Word. Never forget that God is faithful to complete the work He 
has begun in you. No trial, failure, weakness, or circumstance can separate His children from 
His love and purpose. 

 

Thank you for allowing me to share this study with you. May the Lord continue to guide your 
steps, strengthen your heart, and fill your life with the joy and peace that can only be found in 
Christ. 

 

 

 

 

Keep pressing forward. 

Keep trusting His promises. 

Keep your eyes fixed on Jesus. 

 

 

In Christ, 

Dr. Paul Crawford 

 

 

Dr. Paul Crawford is more than just a Christian Author; His books are a source of 

inspiration and guidance on your spiritual journey. His books are created with a 

deep sense of faith and a desire to uplift and inspire all who read. 
 

 

 

https://www.crawfordbiblecommentary.com/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


