
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. 

 


