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PAUL’S LETTER TO THE PHILIPPIANS - WHEN AND WHERE WRITTEN (W. BUNTING)
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There can be little doubt that this letter was written from the prison-house in Rome. He refers to the Praetorian guard (Phil.1:13) and to Caesar’s household (Phil.4:22). It was written in the hope of an early decision by the Emperor as to his appeal, and his earnest hope and expectation was, that whatever the decision might be, for life or death, Christ should be magnified (Phil.1:20).

The saints in Philippi had shared with the apostle in the spread of the gospel, and their generosity towards him was manifest from the outset (Phil.4:15,16). They had sent a gift to Paul in the prison in Rome by the hand of Epaphroditus whom the apostle refers to as “my brother, and fellow-worker and fellow-soldier”. Unfortunately, Epaphroditus became seriously ill in Rome, and his life was despaired of. However, “God had mercy on him, and not on him only, but on me also, that I might not have sorrow upon sorrow” (Phil.2:27).

In these circumstances, Paul wrote this delightful letter, and apparently sent it to the saints, overseers and deacons at Philippi by the hand of Epaphro­ditus. In his final salutation he does not single out individuals, but says, “Salute every saint in Christ Jesus”. One’s mind runs to such generous people as Lydia, the seller of purple, the unnamed jailor, Euodia, Syntyche and Clement.

(See further details in General Note below)
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When Paul arrived in Europe for the extension of the Lord’s work, having been directed to Macedonia by the vision he saw at Troas, he made for “Philippi, which is a city of Macedonia, the first of the district” (Acts 16:12). The work began in an unostentatious way. The account by Luke shows the small beginning of a work which was to have a not unimportant place in sacred annals of the work of the Lord. It is said, “On the Sabbath day we went forth without the gate by a river side, where we supposed there was a place of prayer; and we sat down, and spake unto the women which were come together” (Acts 16:13). Whether it was a synagogue or some other praying place is not told us, but here hearts were won by the story of divine love, amongst such was that of Lydia, the purple-seller. 

Such trophies of grace were yet to be augmented by Satan over-reaching himself and sending after the preachers for many days the young woman possessed of an evil spirit, but those trophies were not won without grievous bodily suffering on the part of Paul and Silas. The story is well known to us all. Through stripes, imprisonment, stocks and earthquake, at last Paul and Silas sat round the hospitable board of the jailor, who with his whole household had become subjects of God’s saving grace and had shown proof thereof in being baptized. Such was the beginning of what became the church in Philippi. Both Lydia and the jailor cared for the preachers in their homes, an example which has happily been followed by many, but besides, the church in Philippi in acknowledgement of the debt they owed to the Lord and His servants sent once and again to the need of Paul and his fellow-workers (Phil.4:15,16). This same exercise in regard to the apostle’s need in early times was revived when Paul was a prisoner in Rome. 

Of this he wrote, “But I rejoice in the Lord greatly, that now at length ye have revived your thought for me; wherein ye did indeed take thought, but ye lacked opportunity” (Phil.4:10). How gracious are Paul’s words as he speaks of the reviving of their thought, he makes no accusation that they had been lax or indifferent! He quickly adds, “Ye did indeed take thought, but ye lacked opportunity.” It was just like how a fond parent would speak of a somewhat forgetful child. They prepared their bounty and entrusted it to the care of Epaphroditus, whom Paul describes as “my brother and fellow-worker and fellow-soldier and your messenger and minister to my need” (Phil.2:25). The long and hazardous journey of those days resulted, either on the journey or at Rome, in sickness which brought him nigh unto death (Phil.2:27), and later, in verse 30, Paul adds, “Because for the work of Christ he came nigh unto death, hazarding his life to supply that which was lacking in your service toward me.” Thus we learn that the supplying of the apostle’s need was the work of Christ. 

The reception of the gift of the Philippians was the occasion of the writing of this letter. It is a letter of grateful acknowledgement with which no letter of like sort could ever be compared. It is of course an inspired epistle and that accounts for a great part of the difference between it and all other letters, but besides this, there is a human side and here Paul the writer leaves indelibly the impress of his personality. This is true of all Scripture. All is inspired of God, and on all we see the character of the man who wrote.

Whilst Romans is Paul’s grand treatise on the gospel, Philippians is his treatise on the spread of the gospel. “Let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ: that, whether I come and see you or be absent, I may hear of your state, that ye stand fast in one spirit, with one soul striving for (with, RVM) the faith of the gospel” (Phil.1:27). Earlier, in verse 7, he says, “Both in my bonds and in the defence and confirmation of the gospel, ye are all partakers with me of grace.” In this work, alas, there were those who preached Christ of envy and strife, but there were others who did it of good will. But in whatever way the gospel was preached he said, “Whether in pretence or in truth, Christ is proclaimed; and therein I rejoice, yea and will rejoice” (verse 18).

In Phil.2 Paul shows the unity of mind which should exist in any church in connexion with its responsibility toward men in the preaching of the message of life and peace. “Fulfil ye my joy, that ye be of the same mind having the same love, being of one accord (joined in soul), of one mind” (verse 2). This is seen in action in the early days in Jerusalem: “And the multitude of them that believed were of one heart and soul; ... And with great power gave the apostles their witness of the resurrection of the Lord Jesus: and great grace was upon them all” (Acts 4:32,33). If there is that lowliness of mind, the mind which was in Christ Jesus, there will be little difficulty in maintaining unity; but if faction and vain glorying enter, then unity and peace will flee. These things cannot dwell together. So that saints might have the correct spirit of lowliness of mind before them, he draws that beautiful and entrancing picture of the Lord, of what He was, of His self-emptying, of what He became, and of how He went down, down, down to death, that of the cross. Can pride exist here? Can men preach Christ in pride and self-conceit? They may, but surely it is preaching Christ with their backs to the Crucified and sporting themselves before men. Surely we should preach Christ looking upon Him, and if the preacher keeps looking at this great sight others may be disposed to look also; otherwise they may just look on a preacher with his back to Calvary.

There is one thing that towers above all others in importance in connexion with the preaching of the gospel, and that is, to know Christ who is the Subject of the gospel. Paul says that the gospel is concerning Him, who is of the seed of David, and is declared to be the Son of God with power. God and man – one Christ. It is of the insatiable desire to know Him that Paul speaks in chapter 3: Paul had many natural advantages of birth, religious training, zeal and ability, things connected with the flesh; and on mere worldly attainments he would, no doubt, have risen high in his own nation, and being besides a Roman citizen by birth, he might have attained to considerable prominence in the empire. But God had other work for him with an infinitely greater recompense at the end. Carnal advantages Paul cast aside as offal, for these were of no value to him as a herald of the crucified Saviour.

There was one thing only which would make him a sufficient minister of the New Covenant, and that was to know Christ Jesus his Lord. No sacrifice was too great and no suffering too painful for him to attain to this goal. He said, “Yea, verily, and I count all things to be loss for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord: for whom I suffered the loss of all things ... that I may gain Christ” (Phil.3:8). Those who would preach Christ must make their choice. Are they willing to lose worldly advantages and preferments to gain Christ, so that Christ may so enrich their minds and their thoughts, that as the message of life flows from their lips a crucified and living Saviour may be painted by words glowing with the glory and grace of this Saviour of men. Is it not the case that the words of Balaam are true of some gospel preachers and gospel addresses; “I see Him, but not now: I behold Him, but not nigh”? Many words are spoken, but Christ is lacking. Let us get back again to “the simplicity and the purity that is toward Christ” (2 Cor.11:3). 

Let us learn Christ (Eph.4:20); let us gain Christ, and then we shall speak from a present and personal knowledge, and let us then note the difference that it will make in ourselves and others. Here in this epistle is the strife of women, alas, of Euodia and Syntyche (Phil.4:2,3). But we have also in contrast the devotedness and self-sacrifice of Paul and Timothy and Epaphroditus and others.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

COMMENTARY ON PHILIPPIANS 1

[image: ]


Phil.1:1
Paul does not here describe himself as an apostle of Christ Jesus, as in 2 Cor.1:1, where he links Timothy with himself in addressing the Corinthians. In both epistles to the Corinthians he has to defend his claim to being an apostle (1 Cor.9:1,2; 2 Cor.11:1-33). Here in Philippians he describes himself and Tim.as bondservants or slaves, bought slaves (1 Cor.6: 20). “To all the saints,” saints are “holy ones,” such as are “sanctified in Christ Jesus, called saints” (1 Cor.1:2), that is, saints by effectual calling, they having responded to the call in the gospel. “God chose you from the beginning unto salvation in sanctification of the Spirit and belief of the truth: whereunto He called you through our gospel, to the obtaining of the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Thess.2:13,14). 
Though all believers in Christ are saints, not all, alas, are saintly in their behaviour. Bishops: a bishop (Gk. episkopos) means an overseer or guardian, “a superintendent in the apostolic age and equal to Gk. presbuteros (an elder) in the New Testament.” It conveys the thought of one who watches over others. Deacons: a deacon (Gk. diakonos) is a servant or waiting man. The bishop or overseer is one who is responsible to rule over and care for God’s saints and His work; the deacon or minister is one whose business is to be engaged in the Lord’s work in the ministry of His word and to attend faithfully thereon, and thereby to gain “a good standing, and
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