Philippians overview and study one – Philippians 1:9 - 11

As we read this opening section of Paul’s letter to the church at Philippi we can see little indication that Paul is writing as a prisoner. His exuberant expressions are those of a man overflowing with joy and thankfulness for what God was doing in the midst of the church at Philippi. After all, it was Paul who, through the power of Christ, had helped plant this church. When Paul first entered this strategic Roman city, all of these people were strangers to him. But now, having been saved by the power of the gospel, all of these people had become Paul’s friends and partners in his gospel mission. Having just received a personal report about this church through their leader Epaphroditus, Paul was filled with joy because of the sure signs that his teachings about Christ had found good and fertile soil in the hearts and minds of these believers. Now he was sure that the God who had begun this good work in them would certainly bring it to completion in Christ Jesus. This knowledge made even Paul’s chains seem worthwhile to him. 

It is wonderful to see how deeply and personally Paul expresses his affection for these believers. Paul’s love in this letter must challenge the common misconception that Paul was just a cold and clinical theologian/evangelist who didn’t relate well to people pastorally. In this letter we meet a man who, although being a strong and decisive leader, is completely unafraid to express his deepest emotions toward his Christian brothers and sisters. And it appears that these feelings were not one-sided, but very mutual.   Paul expresses again and again his joy that, no matter where God led him on his mission journeys, the believers at Philippi were at his side, both physically -- through their financial gifts and the sacrificial sending of their leader Epaphroditus, and spiritually -- through their prayers and their encouraging growth in the Lord. 

Through this letter we can also learn a lot about the fellowship that Paul and the Philippian believers experienced through prayer. Although they were separated from one another physically, the spiritual connection that Paul expresses with this church is palpable.  Paul didn’t want these believers to rely on him alone, as they probably did when they first came to know Christ through Paul. Paul now wanted them to keep maturing and discovering their sufficiency in Christ. Because of Paul’s situation, there was little that he could do in his own power to help this church on its’ faith journey. But by prayerfully commending them into the hands of Christ, and of his other trusted servants, Paul knew that they would be safe and secure in the fellowship and love of Christ. Therefore, there was nothing that Paul wanted more for this body of believers than for them to keep growing in unity with one another and with their Spiritual Head: Jesus Christ.  Furthermore, because the Spirit that lived in Paul’s heart (prompting him to show so much love and concern for these believers in the first place) was the same Spirit that also lived in them, Paul was speaking the truth when he declared that they were truly in his heart. In the same way that the two points of a triangle are separated at the base, but become one at the pinnacle, so Paul and the church at Philippi, were apart from one another on an earthly plain, but they became spiritually one in Jesus Christ who, from heaven, poured out the Holy Spirit on them both, – thus uniting them in himself. You might want to reflect more upon the way that this ‘triangle of prayer’ connects you with your fellow brothers and sisters in Christ. 

Below are 5 aspects of Paul’s prayer (vs. 9 – 11) that are worth reflecting on and applying to our situation:

1. Paul prayed that the Philippians’ love would abound more and more. What would an abounding love look like in our church?

2. Paul prayed that this love would grow in knowledge and depth of insight. How do we gain more knowledge and deeper insight into God’s love expressed in Christ?

3. The Spirit that spoke to Paul wants believers to grow in knowledge and insight so that we will be more discerning -- knowing which choices are best for us. In what areas do we need to grow in our discernment? 

4. God wants believers to grow in discernment so that we will live righteous and pure lives, bearing the fruit of Jesus Christ. What sort of fruit does Christ want to produce in us?

5. In all of this, it is Paul’s prayer that God would be praised and glorified. Why is the eternal God of the universe glorified when a little church in Philippi or Springwood does what is good and right?  

Philippians study # 1. Read Philippians 1:1 - 11

1. See how much information you can glean about Paul and the church at Philippi simply by reading Paul’s greeting to them in 1:1 – 2. 

2. The exact wording of Philippians 1:1 – 11 may vary according to the English translation you are using. But in his original letter (written in ancient Greek), Paul uses the words, ‘all’, ‘always’, and ‘every’ at least nine times in this section. Re-read these verses and observe this for yourself. Why do you think Paul uses these words so often at the beginning of this letter? 

3. How would you describe Paul’s overall tone or mood in this section? 

4. Describe Paul’s attitude toward and relationship with this church. 

5. Read verse 6. What gives Paul such confidence that God will complete the work he began in these believers? 

6. Read verses 9 – 11. List the content of Paul’s prayer for the Philippians? In your own words, what is Paul asking God to do with and for this church?

7. How is verse 6 related to verses 9 – 11? 

8. During the 40 Days of Community we looked at five important aspects of Christian maturity in which we need to develop together: worshipping together, fellowshipping together, growing together, serving together, and reaching out together. Try to find examples of each of these in this section. 

9. We need to always remember that this is more than Paul’s letter to the Philippians; it is also God’s letter to us. Therefore, what do you hear God instructing you (us) to do in response to this section? Discuss this with your group. 

