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Study/Series: New Testament Overviews

Philippians

I. Introduction.

A. Theme of Philippians: Christian Unity. 

B. Introductory Notes.  Some say that unity is the major theme of Ephesians, but it seems very unlikely

given how strongly unity/harmony runs through Philippians, especially when the two epistles were

authored in the same phase of Paul’s life.  They are both prison epistles written from Rome.  There

are other themes in Philippians which might be stressed and unfolded, particularly joy; some NT

surveys follow it instead.  However, when I preached through Philippians many years ago, I found

it strongly expressing Christian unity/harmony, and I have not changed my take on it since.

II. Christian Harmony Seen in Paul’s Intimacy with the Philippians.  Chapter 1.

A. Paul’s Address.  1:1-2.  Harmony seen in an entire church.  The church is the whole body of saints,

officers included.  The church does not consist only of officers, such as the Roman Catholic church

claims that the church consists of its priesthood).  Nor is there a division in the church disuniting

officers from the laity.  Paul may also be acknowledging the officers’ role in administering the

church’s monetary gift to him, mentioned later, to show that his intimacy with the Phil. church and

love for them extended to officers as well, and confirmed Christian unity between Paul and the whole

church, laity and officers.  This would be a thematic precursor to the latter half of ch. 2.

B. Paul’s Prayer: Intimacy Seen in Participation in the Gospel and in Love.  1:??.

1. Their “participation” was “fellowship” in the gospel.  This was obvious by their being fellow-

Christians with Paul by the gospel he had preached to them.  But it was also evident by their

faithful support of him and ministry to him while he preached elsewhere and while in prison. 

This is the more likely meaning because the occasion for the letter revolves around those two

things that so proved their love for Paul and concern for his gospel and missionary work.

2. The intimacy of the pastor and church in his love for them, and his acknowledgment of their



love for him.

C. Paul’s Report of His Circumstances: Intimacy Seen in His Concern for Them.  He was particularly

concerned about their anxiety over his suffering.  He reassured them that it wasn’t so bad a situation

as they might think.

1. His imprisonment created a significant, ongoing, and effective opportunity for the gospel. 

He preached it to the guards chained to him, and many were converted.

2. His imprisonment and God’s protection of him emboldened many others to preach the gospel

freely in public.  Paul rejoiced.

3. Even though some preached from wrong motives, Paul rejoiced that Christ was preached. 

Harmony is shown in his fellowship in the gospel with his fellow Christians who were

preaching Christ, in whom their fellowship existed and was grounded, as is ours.

4. Thus, there is Christian harmony in spite of persecution; in fact, harmony is promoted and

strengthened by persecution.

D. Paul’s Desire to Serve Them: Harmony Seen in the Christian’s Passion to Serve Christ and His

People.  Paul confides in the Phil., showing intimacy, that he is ready for death.  But he is more

concerned with their continued well-being, and the help he can still minister to them, than with his

departure to be with Christ.

III. Christian Harmony in the Gospel Seen in a Time of Persecution.  Chapter 1:27-30.

A. Paul’s Exhortation.  1:27-28.  It is an exhortation to stand firm together in the gospel against their

enemies.

B. Paul’s Reminder.  1:29-30.  It is a reminder that they are united together in suffering for Christ as

well as in standing firm in the faith.

IV. Christian Unity Seen in and Promoted by Humility.  Chapter 2:1-18.

A. Exhortation to Unity in the Body.  2:1-4.

1. Grounded in union with Christ and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, that together produce

love, affection, and compassion for one another.



2. Unity results from humility, particularly as humility is expressed by self-denial and self-

sacrifice.

B. Christ’s Example of Humility.  2:5-11.

1. His example of humility by self-sacrifice and self-denial in His Incarnation.  2:5-7.

2. His example of humility by obedience to God.  2:8.  It is an obedience that requires self-

denial.  It reminds us of 16:24, where Jesus clearly expressed our duty of self-denial.

3. The exaltation that followed Christ’s humiliation.  2:9-11.  It was His reward, in which we

will share as His united body in union with Him.  It will be the ultimate fulfillment of the

principle, “Whoever humbles himself will be exalted.”  It also implies the warning that

connects to the earlier prohibition of vs. 3, “The one who exalts himself will be humbled.” 

Thus, Christ’s exaltation as reward for humility is the perfect and ultimate encouragement

and motivator for us to humble ourselves by self-denial, self-sacrifice, and obedience.  This

promotes greater unity in the body for whom Christ died, knowing that we will be exalted

who humble ourselves now.

C. The Christian’s Duty to Humble, Cheerful, Unifying Obedience.  2:12-18.

1. Exhortation to Christian Obedience Drawn from Christ’s Example.  2:12.  This also shows

the human responsibility side of sanctification.  Unity is enhanced and practiced through

humility; namely, humble service to others and humble obedience to God.  “Work out your

salvation in fear and trembling” is NOT salvation by works, but the resulting desire of those

who have been brought into the estate of salvation to “work” diligently and in reverent fear

of God at their obedience to the God who has saved them.

2. The Ground of the Exhortation.  2:13.  “For.”  God, by sovereign grace, gives us both desire

and ability to obey Him.  He stirs us up to it by His Spirit.  In 2:12-13 we see the twin truths

of God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility.  We cannot fully reconcile or understand how

both can be true, but the Bible teaches that both are true.  Though we are responsible for an

action, yet God sovereignly enables us to act according to His decree, while yet we act



freely—not under compulsion against our will).  Therefore, God foreordains whatsoever

comes to pass, and yet He is not responsible for the wicked acts of wicked men or the sinful

acts of Christians.

3. Testimony to the Word.  2:14-18.  We see the joy of both Christians and pastor via cheerful,

unifying obedience.

V. Christian Harmony Seen in the Church’s Relation with the Godly Minister.  Chapter 2:19-30.

A. The Connectedness of the Godly Minister.  2:19-21.  With the congregation and with kindred

ministers.

B. The Character of the Godly Minister.  2:22-24.  Seen in Paul’s affirmation of Timothy.

1. His proven worth.

2. His child-like love.

C. The Work of the Godly Minister.  2:25.  Described as:

1. Brother.

2. Fellow-worker.

3. Fellow-soldier.

4. Messenger and minister (servant).

D. The Heart of the Godly Minister.  2:26-27.  Note again the reciprocal concern between the minister

and the congregation.

E. The Reception of the Godly Minister.  2:28-30.  This is particularly reflective of unity of

congregation with minister, and the congregation’s role in preserving unity where the minister is

concerned.

VI. Christian Harmony/Unity Seen in Justification by Faith Alone in Christ Alone.  Chapter 3:1-11.  Christian

unity is established and preserved by justification through faith alone in Christ alone.

A. Christian Unity Endangered by the Heresy of Justification by Faith Plus Works.  3:1-7.  This is a

warning against disunifying, divisive heresy.

1. Christian joy as a signal of unity.  3:1.  In ch. 2, Paul had indicated that he would rejoice in



their unity as it proceeded from humility.  Now, this new matter of unity is also a matter of

rejoicing, and is connected to being “in the Lord.”

2. A Warning against Judaizers and their heresy.  3:2.

a. These were Jews who claimed to be Christian, but undermined the gospel with the

false gospel of justification by faith plus works. They clung, especially, to the works

of ritual, forms, and moral law, summed up in their minds by circumcision as a badge

of allegiance to it.

b. Heresy divides and disunifies the church when Christians are fooled by it.  1 Cor.

11:18-19.

c. Just as the devil will try to divide the church the sins of selfishness and empty conceit,

the lack of servant-like conduct, and disobedience to God (2:1-8), so the devil will try

to divide and conquer the church by the spread of false doctrine, especially that which

strikes at the heart of the gospel.

3. Contrast of True Christians from False Teachers.  3:3.  We worship in spirit and truth, while

they worship in the flesh through forms and rituals.  Christ is the Object of our boasting,

while they boast in the flesh.  We put no confidence in the flesh (ourselves), while their

confidence is in themselves.  We trust in no human works, with no trust in ourselves, trusting

all in Christ, enabled by the Holy Spirit, leading to true worship from regenerate hearts.  We

are united to Christ and one another.  Such unity is effected by the true doctrine of the gospel

as God applies it and calls us to Christ.  Unity is grounded in true doctrine (cf. Eph. 4:11).

4. The Specifics of the Heresy.  3:4-7.  Paul surveys this by looking at his own past.

a. The shape of the heresy.  3:4-6.

b. The reason Paul abandoned it.  3:7.  Christ is the reason!  “For the sake of Christ”

implies Paul was given recognition that his own works were vastly inadequate for

justification, but Christ’s works were perfect and sufficient.

B. Christian Unity Provided by the Knowledge of Christ.  3:8-11.



1. The value we ascribe to the knowledge of Christ.  3:8.

a. The value of Christ described.

b. The value of all other things described.

2. The benefits we derive from the knowledge of Christ.  3:9-11.

a. Justifying righteousness as a benefit of knowing Christ.

(1) The heart of justification: “which is through faith in Jesus Christ.”

(2) The source of justification.  Negatively, “not from the law”; Positively, “the

righteousness which is from God.”

(3) The basis of justification.  Negatively, “not my own”; Positively, “upon the

basis of faith.”  This is referring to imputation, and faith as the instrument of

it.  Paul is NOT saying here that faith is the ground or reason for justification;

the ground of justification is the righteousness of Christ.

b. Sanctification as a benefit of knowing Christ.

c. Final glory as a benefit of knowing Christ.

VII. Christian Harmony Seen in the Pursuit of Sanctification.  Chapter 3:12-21.

A. The Christian’s Assessment of His Own Sanctification as a Member of the Body of Christ.

1. The first disclaimer.  Sanctification is incomplete.  If incomplete in the apostle, then

incomplete in every Christian.  Progressive sanctification is not completed in this life.  Union

with Christ and Justification, about which Paul has already spoken, are once-for-all

completed acts.  Sanctification is an on-going work.  The Shorter Catechism says justification

is an act of God’s free grace; sanctification is a work of God’s free grace.  None of us has any

room to boast of our holiness; none has any room for arrogance toward anyone else. 

Sanctification will be completed for all Christians on the final day, at the resurrection from

the dead.  Sanctification of the spirit occurs at death (intermediate state).  The completion of

sanctification extends to the body as well, when all sin will be eradicated from it at the

resurrection of the body on the last day.



2. The second disclaimer.  Conformity to Christ, therefore, is incomplete.

B. The Christian’s Pursuit of His Own Sanctification as a Member of the Body of Christ.

1. It is a race.  It is described as such, in vivid terms, by Paul.

2. The purpose of the race is conformity to Christ.  3:12b-14.  It is dependent upon and grows

out of the power and pattern of union with Christ’s death and resurrection noted in vss. 10-11. 

It is the on-going, progressive renewing of the image that was marred by the fall, but restored

in our salvation (Col. 3:10; 2 Cor. 3:18).  This purpose is commensurate with the purpose of

God and according to the will of God (Rom. 8:29).  It follows the put-off/put-on pattern

established by Scripture (Eph. 4:24; Col. 3:9-10).

3. The means of racing.  3:13b.  “Forgetting what lies behind.”  With the forgiveness that is in

Christ, and the assurance of justification through faith in Him, leave behind past sins and

despair, doubts and the waste of time, even past triumphs and resting upon one laurels; lay

them aside and neglect them like a child’s toy in the attic.  “Reaching forward to what lies

ahead.”  We are to move ahead and progress in holiness, reaching hard for the finish line.

4. The finish of the race.  3:14.  The Object, Christ, is in view at the finish line.

C. The Mandate to Pursue Maturity.  3:15-16.

1. Mandate to Maturity of Mind.

a. The Mark of Maturity.

(1) The Nature of the Mandate: “let us have this attitude.”

(2) The Scope of the Mandate: “as many as [are] perfect.”

b. The Reality of Our Inconsistencies.

(1) Our Slothful Pursuit.

(2) Our Yet Unrevealed Sins: Sins of Doctrine.  Sins of Conduct.

c. The Role of Conviction in Christian Maturity.

2. Mandate to Maturity of Life.

a. Maintaining and Advancing a Mature Walk.



(1) The Standard to be Maintained.

(2) The Advance to be Made.

b. The Danger of Backsliding.

D. Unity Seen in Examples to Follow in the Pursuit of Holiness.  3:17 - 4:1.

1. Exhortation to follow true examples of sanctified believers.  3:17.

a. Paul’s example.

b. Observing the examples of those who followed Paul.

c. The principle of following the followers.  This is still how we use the examples set

for us by those who are more mature in holiness and Christian life than we are.

2. The first reason: the abundance of false examples.  3:18-19.  There are those who claim to be

Christian and yet walk contrary to the proper pattern, thus demonstrating themselves not to be

Christian at all.  Paul uses them as a negative example and a warning.  He gives their true

identity and their description as a reason for following the followers.  Those who do not follow

have fallen away from their profession; they were false professors.

a. Their antithetical identity.  3:18.

b. Their antithetical description.  3:19.

3. The second reason: the government of our Exemplar, Christ, and our hope.  The examples

we follow reflect our place of citizenship, and our walk must reflect it also, just as that of the

enemies of the cross of Christ reflects their state of mind and their end.  It is also a significant

part of Paul’s reason for us to live holy lives.  Good citizens ought to be careful not to

disgrace their homeland by their behavior elsewhere, but ought to communicate the quality

of their homeland by good behavior that is representative of their law, their hearts, and their

King.

a. Our heavenly citizenship.

b. Our glorious destiny.

4. The result of following the followers: perseverance.  4:1.  The terms used both imply and



assure perseverance.

VIII. Christian Harmony Seen in Personal Unity and Contentment.  Chapter 4:1-13.

A. A Plea for Personal Unity.  4:2-5.

1. This was the occasion of the disharmony between Euodia and Syntyche.  Paul made an

earnest plea to them to like-mindedness and to remember that the ground of their unity is

Christ; Christians are “in the Lord” and should not allow disharmony between them in the

body of Christ.

2. A Plea to Aid Unity.  4:3-4.  Paul called upon another mature Christian in the body of Christ

to help Euodia and Syntyche re-establish harmony and bring unity into the body of Christ. 

Because disunity in the body is detrimental to gospel work and witness, and unity promotes

gospel work and witness, Christians should help each other maintain unity whenever possible.

3. The call to joyful forbearance.  4:5.  It is a further aid to unity in the body when the Christian

is joyfully forbearing and longsuffering toward fellow Christians, knowing we are all in the

presence of the Lord.

B. An Exhortation to Personal Peace.  4:6-9.  It is the vanquisher of worry.

1. Prayer prescribed.  It begins with a prohibition against worry and goes on to prescribe prayer

as the put-on in place of worry.

2. Peace promised.  It is the promise of the peace and protection of God grounded in the peace

with God we have in Jesus Christ.

3. After prayer, the Christian is called 

C. A Call to Contentment.  4:10-13.

1. An expression of appreciation.  Paul thanks the Philippian church for their gift to him while

imprisoned in Rome.  He expressed both joy for their gift and appreciation for their motive

to care for him as a beloved pastor and to continue participating in the gospel ministry.

2. The lesson on Christian contentment.  Paul’s motive for joy and appreciation was not the

supply of money, but that the Lord was at work in and through them and that they had once



again demonstrated the reality of their Christian faith and their concern for the gospel and for

God’s people.  Contentment is the antithesis to materialism.  O’Brien: “Paul has the right

attitude to both [living in humility and abundance] so that even when he has more than

enough for his needs he does not succumb to the temptation of finding his satisfaction in such

material abundance.”  Paul has learned to deal with the extremes of varying economic

circumstances and moving from one to the other and points between.  The conclusion, “I can

do all things through Christ who strengthens me,” taken properly in context, means he could

do all of these things having to do with living in abundance or want with contentment.  Paul

could live in any of these conditions because he knew Christ would enable him.  He knew he

could trust in God’s providence for his true needs and for his benefit from the conditions. 

And he knew that his satisfaction was in Christ, not in the things of this world.  This is the

secret Paul had learned.  Paul says, “I can be content in any economic circumstances because

my contentment doesn’t come from the circumstances; my contentment is in Christ.  My

contentment is not in the things of this world.”

IX. Christian Harmony Seen in the Stewardship and Benediction of the Church.

A. The Stewardship of the Church.  4:14-20.

1. Christian giving is fellowship in suffering for the sake of the gospel.  4:14.

2. Christian giving is partnership in the work of the gospel.  4:15-16.

3. Christian giving leads to the sanctification of the believer.  4:17.

4. Christian giving leads to the glory of God.  4:18a.

5. God’s promise to provide for His people who give.  4:19

6. God brings glory to Himself in providing for His people.  4:20.

B. The Benediction of the Church.  4:21-23.

1. A greeting that teaches fellowship.

2. A blessing that gives perseverance.


