Paul’s Letter To The Philippians: An Overview
· During Paul’s second missionary journey he travelled to strategic Roman colony called Philippi (in ancient Macedonia and modern day Greece) in response to a vision God gave him of a Macedonian man pleading for help. But upon arriving in Philippi, one of the first people to hear and believe Paul’s message of good news about Jesus Christ was not a man, but a businesswoman named Lydia. Next Paul and his gospel partner Silas encountered a demon possessed slave girl who kept following them around and bothering them until Paul drove the spirit from the girl by the power of Christ. This infuriated the slave girl’s owners who had been earning money from the demons ability to tell peoples’ fortunes through her. Therefore, these men had Paul and Silas taken before the city’s magistrates who had them severely beaten and thrown into prison. 

· It was perhaps there, in that prison, where Paul finally came face to face with the Macedonian man he had seen in his vision. While Paul and Silas were chained in their cell, they continued to pray and sing praises to God. Suddenly, there was a great earthquake and the prison doors were thrown open! The jailer drew his sword to kill himself, thinking that he had lost all of his prisoners and knowing that he would face certain execution for failing to guard his prisoners. However, Paul stopped him, prompting the jailer to ask, “What must I do to be saved!” To this Paul simply replied, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved…” The jailer did believe and on that day he too became a prisoner set free. 
· You can read the rest of the story for yourself in chapter 16 of Acts. However, it would appear that the church at Philippi began with, among others, a businesswoman named Lydia, a Roman jailer, and their families. But as you read this letter you will see that this little church continued to grow as more and more residents of Philippi came to believe Paul’s message of good news about Jesus Christ.  (I wonder if the slave girl’s fortune-telling demon saw all this coming as he forced her to follow Paul and Silas around the city of Philippi, in an attempt to undermine their ministry!)

· Some years later, Paul wrote the letter we are now studying to the church at Philippi in order to encourage these believers in their faith while he was imprisoned in Rome, again for preaching about Jesus. Paul was particularly concerned for them since they had sent one of their significant leaders, Epaphroditus, to support Paul during his imprisonment (and they did so during a time that they were facing struggles of their own). This tells us something of the love and concern that existed between Paul and the church at Philippi. Even though Paul was being kept from this church by his Roman imprisonment, his zealous love for them could not be contained. In fact, one of the most encouraging things about this letter is how joyful and full of thanksgiving it is. Many of Paul’s other letters found in the New Testament were written to address issues within a particular church, or to further explain or clarify some doctrinal matter.  But Paul’s letter to the Philippians is mostly pastoral in nature. As he writes, Paul’s expressions of love, hope, and thankfulness for this church spill off the page. At one point Paul declares, “God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus” (Philippians 1:8). Even during his absence from them, Paul continued to pray that God, who began his good work in them, would bring it to completion through his son, Jesus Christ. 

· As we have just completed our 40 Days of Purpose, and as we continue to seek to become mature and complete in our faith, it is worth noting that this letter contains numerous examples of the five purposes that we have just finished exploring. Some examples follow: 

· Worship: This letter contains a first century Christian hymn that envisions the day when every living creature will bow before Jesus and worship him, to the glory of God the Father. (2:6 – 11) 

· Fellowship: Though Paul is physically absent from this church, his love and concern for each of them, and for their unity as a church, is expressed again and again. (2:1 – 4)

· Discipleship: Paul continually expresses his longing that this church grows to become more and more like Jesus. (1:9 – 11)

· Ministry: Paul reminds this church that they should be like Jesus who took on the nature of a servant. (2:5 – 7). 

· Evangelism: Paul instructs this church to hold up the word of life and to shine for Jesus like the stars in the heaven (2:14 – 16). 

· Finally, as we read Paul’s letter to the Philippians and experience his Spirit-inspired love, hope, and longing for this group of believers, we need to remember that this letter is also Christ’s letter to us. For it was Jesus that produced this deep love and longing in Paul’s heart for the church at Philippi. And it is this same Jesus who continues to hope and long that, as we read this Holy Spirit-inspired letter, we too will become mature believers and bear good fruit for him, until we finally meet Jesus face to face. Then his joy, and ours, will be complete. 

