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Introduction to Paul’s Letter to the Philippians 
Philippians 1.1-8, Acts 16.10-34 

Jason Procopio 

Welcome to Église Connexion. We’re thrilled to be starting our third year as a church, and we’re happy you 
were able to join us for it. In this church we preach through books of the Bible. We do this for several reasons, 
most important of which is that we simply believe it is the most faithful way to preach the Bible. The Bible 
was written for particular people at particular times, and going through the texts in their contexts helps us 
understand what the author’s original intention was and how it applies to us today. So we typically go to a 
book, begin at verse 1 and work our way through to the end. If you have your Bibles, I would invite you to 
turn to Paul’s letter to the Philippians; we’re beginning a new series today on this letter, which will take us, 
Lord willing, right up to the month of December. Today we’ll be dividing our time between Philippians 1 and 
Acts chapter 16.  

The apostle Paul was a church planter. He traveled from town to town, planting churches, establishing leaders 
and then moving on to the next town. But he never forgot those established churches he left behind. He often 
received news of them, and responded to what he heard by writing letters to the churches. In the Bible we have 
all of the letters written by Paul that have been found: he wrote to the churches in Rome, Corinth, Galatia, 
Ephesus, Philippi, Colossae and Thessalonica, as well as letters he wrote to individuals (Timothy, Titus, 
Philemon). At the end of his ministry, Paul was imprisoned in Rome, and from his cell he wrote three letters in 
particular: letters to the Ephesians, the Philippians and the Colossians. Last year we examined Paul’s letter to 
the Ephesians, and we’ll be continuing Paul’s “prison letters” this year with Philippians in the fall, and Lord 
willing we’ll look at Colossians during our church retreat in the spring.  

In most of the letters he wrote, Paul is responding to a problem, or answering questions the churches had.  
He’s writing the letters out of need. However, the letter to the Philippians is unique: it is the only letter in 
Scripture in which Paul isn’t trying to correct false teaching or rebuke bad behavior. In Philippians, his tone is 
one of encouragement: he expresses his affection to the people of the church in Philippi and simply encourages 
them to continue growing in their affection for Christ and their devotion to him, in the midst of suffering and 
hardship. But although the letter is simple, it is not reductionistic: it is profound and impassioned and as 
edifying as one could imagine. So we’re going to look at two main things today: we’ll be looking at the context 
in which this letter was written, and then we’ll briefly look at the content of the letter, where we’ll be going 
until December. 

Paul sets the tone for where he’s going in the first eight verses of this letter: Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ 
Jesus, To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi, with the overseers and deacons: 2  Grace to you and peace 
from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 3  I thank my God in all my remembrance of you, 4  always in every 
prayer of mine for you all making my prayer with joy, 5  because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day 
until now. 6  And I am sure of this, that he who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at the day of 
Jesus Christ. 7 It is right for me to feel this way about you all, because I hold you in my heart, for you are all partakers 
with me of grace, both in my imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel. 8   For God is my 
witness, how I yearn for you all with the affection of Christ Jesus. 

1) Context 
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As we read these verses we can see how he feels about them. V. 3: 3  I thank my God in all my remembrance of 
you, 4 always in every prayer of mine for you all making my prayer with joy… V. 7: It is right for me to feel this way 
about you all, because I hold you in my heart… V. 8: For God is my witness, how I yearn for you all with the affection 
of Christ Jesus.  

He loves these people. Even in his letters which don’t necessarily have a rebuking tone (like Ephesians), we 
don’t see anything close to this level of love expressed. The affection he feels toward them is so deep he can say 
that it is the affection of Christ Jesus. As Matt Chandler puts it, “This is the affection that took Jesus Christ to 
the cross. It is the affection that led Jesus to submit to arrest, to torture, to death. This is obviously a deep and 
abiding affection. And Paul is telling his friends that all this affection that is in Christ Jesus is in his own heart, 
which yearns for them.”  1

So how does Paul know these people? What happened between them? What was the church in Philippi like? 
We can see the answers to some of these questions in the letter itself; but we also know what happened in 
Philippi—how the church was planted—in the book of Acts, in chapter 16. It’s an amazing story—or rather, 
three amazing stories rolled up into one. Turn to Acts chapter 16 with me: in this chapter we see the 
remarkable conversions of three very different people, and it is these three conversions that get the ball rolling 
to plant the church in Philippi.  

1a. Lydia. In Acts 16, we see the Holy Spirit instruct Paul to go to Macedonia. So Paul and Timothy (along 
with Silas and Luke, who wrote the book of Acts as an eyewitness account of what happened) come to 
Philippi, which was (as we see in v. 12) a leading city of the district of Macedonia and a Roman colony. It is a 
Roman colony, and we see the lack of Christian presence (and Jewish presence) in that Paul and Timothy go 
looking for a synagogue to worship in on the Sabbath, and don’t find one. We read in v. 13, 13  And on the 
Sabbath day we went outside the gate to the riverside, where we supposed there was a place of prayer, and we sat down 
and spoke to the women who had come together. So rather than finding a synagogue, they find instead a group of 
women sitting by the river. And among these women was a woman named Lydia. 

Lydia is from Thyatira, and she owns a house in Philippi (v. 14-15)—both Thyatira and Philippi are major 
metropolitan areas, like Paris, so she’s in all likelihood wealthy. She is also (v. 14) a seller of purple goods—so 
she’s a businesswoman. She’s a businesswoman who has managed to do well enough for herself to own a home 
in the city. (How many of you own a home in a big city like Paris? Not many.) But we also see that she is (v. 
14) a worshiper of God. This means that she has rejected the paganism that is so rampant in Roman colonies; she 
does not worship gods (plural), but God (singular, the God of the Jews). She’s not Jewish, but she has accepted 
the Jewish understanding of God. So she’s off to a good start. But like so many Jews at the time, she doesn’t 
have all the information. She doesn’t know about Jesus, the promised Messiah of the Jews.  

Paul and the others sit down to speak with her and the other ladies who are there, and look what we see in the 
second half of v. 14: The Lord opened her heart to pay attention to what was said by Paul. 15  And after she was 
baptized, and her household as well, she urged us, saying, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come to 
my house and stay.” And she prevailed upon us. So there are two things we need to see here: firstly, we see God 
converting Lydia. He opened her heart to hear the gospel and believe it. In other words, true faith is not a 
question of adhering to a particular religion; it is not because one calls oneself a Christian that one is a 
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Christian. The Lord must do something in our hearts to convert us—that is, to make us into something we were 
not before. And he does this to Lydia: he opens her heart, and she believes.  

Secondly, we see (v. 15) that immediately after this, she is baptized. We don’t know how long they stayed with 
the ladies at the river, but it wasn’t days and days. She didn’t go through a pre-baptism class; she didn’t have 
time to learn every detail of Christian doctrine; her baptism wasn’t a rite of passage in which she is now a 
mature Christian, like a kind of Christian bar-mitzvah: her baptism is a public statement that she believes and 
accepts the gospel she has been taught, even if she hasn’t yet had time to grow in it. So Lydia is converted, she is 
baptized, and she invites the group to stay in her home. This is how the church in Philippi begins: with the 
conversion of an intelligent businesswoman. But we quickly see the church grow more diverse. 

1b. The slave girl. In v. 16, they go on walking, presumably still wanting to find the synagogue, and they start 
being followed by a slave girl who is possessed by a demon. This demon caused the girl to become a medium, 
consequently making her owners a lot of money. Remember the demon-possessed people in the gospels? How 
they recognize who Jesus is and will say as much? The same thing happens here. V. 17: 17 She followed Paul and 
us, crying out, “These men are servants of the Most High God, who proclaim to you the way of salvation.” So she’s 
telling the truth, but she’s doing it mockingly and disruptively; this is not how the gospel is to be proclaimed. 
And so Paul gets mad (v. 18): 18  And this she kept doing for many days. Paul, having become greatly annoyed, 
turned and said to the spirit, “I command you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her.” And it came out that 
very hour.  

While Lydia was converted through conversation, this young girl stands in stark contrast. Paul doesn’t say a 
word to her; he doesn’t share the gospel with her; he doesn’t attempt any elaborate apologetics. Instead, 
through a simple act of the Holy Spirit’s power, he miraculously frees her from bondage to the demon.  In 
other words, the gospel fits the need of the person to whom it’s presented. Now obviously this is good news 
for the girl; she is no longer tormented by the demon who held her captive. But it is bad news for the men who 
owned the slave girl; they were making a lot of money off her, and now their source of income is cut off. So 
they are furious. They drag Paul and Silas before the magistrate for disruption of the peace. They beat them, 
they put them in chains and throw them in prison. And it is in prison that their third encounter occurs. 

1c. The jailer. Look at v. 25: About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the 
prisoners were listening to them… This will be important later in the letter to the Philippians. Paul’s going to 
talk a lot about suffering for Christ. They have been beaten—so they’re sore. They are in the stocks, which 
means their bodies are prevented from being in a comfortable position. And yet, how do they respond? They 
pray, and they sing songs of worship. Their present suffering can do nothing to dampen their mood; they are 
simply happy in their Savior. 

And what happens while they are doing so is incredible (v. 25 again): 25  About midnight Paul and Silas were 
praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners were listening to them, 26   and suddenly there was a great 
earthquake, so that the foundations of the prison were shaken. And immediately all the doors were opened, and 
everyone’s bonds were unfastened. God miraculously sets them free from their bonds. Good news for Paul and 
Silas…not such good news for the man in charge of guarding them, the jailer. 

V. 27: 27  When the jailer woke and saw that the prison doors were open, he drew his sword and was about to kill 
himself, supposing that the prisoners had escaped. This jailer can do only this: at worst, he’ll be killed for failing in 
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his duty, and at best, he’ll lose everything he has. So when the earthquake comes and the prisoners are set free, 
he’s like, “Okay, that’s it; it’s all over for me. I may as well end it here and now.” But Paul prevents him from 
killing himself (v. 28): 28  But Paul cried with a loud voice, “Do not harm yourself, for we are all here.” 29  And the 
jailer called for lights and rushed in, and trembling with fear he fell down before Paul and Silas. 30  Then he brought 
them out and said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 31  And they said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be 
saved, you and your household.” 32  And they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were in his house. 
33 And he took them the same hour of the night and washed their wounds; and he was baptized at once, he and all his 
family. 34  Then he brought them up into his house and set food before them. And he rejoiced along with his entire 
household that he had believed in God.  

Paul shows the jailer that there is more to this life than his job or his personal welfare. He shows him this 
reality, first by singing and praising God even though he’s in chains; and secondly by staying when everyone 
else has left: staying to share the gospel. And the man is so overwhelmed by the shock of it all that he is 
immediately convinced—what these guys are saying is real. He is saved; his entire family is saved, and once 
again, they are immediately baptized.  

This is how the church in Philippi begins: in all three cases, by a miraculous outpouring of the power of God. 
He showed his power through the earthquake and the testimony of faithful men who remained behind; he 
showed his power through the healing of the demon-possessed girl; and he showed his power by opening 
Lydia’s heart to hear the gospel. We must see what is happening here: God’s power is manifested in ways that 
are increasingly spectacular, but that are equally miraculous. The point of what Luke is telling us in this 
chapter is that Paul did not plant the church in Philippi, God did. In the first three episodes that led to the 
planting of that church, God’s hand was mightily at work. 

2) Content 
And it is to this God-made community of believers that Paul writes now. When he says that he holds them in 
his heart (v. 7), that he yearns for them with the affection of Christ Jesus (v. 8), he’s thinking of Lydia; of this 
slave-girl; of the jailer. These are people he knows and people he loves. But now, roughly sixteen years have 
passed. The Bible tells us nothing more about the church in Philippi, but clearly they were doing well to illicit 
such high praise from Paul. 

So what we will see over the next three months is a picture of what a mature Christian looks like. Paul’s not 
going to be telling them anything new; he’ll be encouraging them in what they’ve presumably been doing all 
along. And yet we all know this is necessary, right? How many times do we need to hear something before it 
really sinks in? How many times have we started well, only to forget and need to be reminded of something 
elementary? We’ll see that Paul doesn’t unveil any ultra-complex ideas in this letter; this isn’t high-level 
theology like the book of Romans. It is rather a simple and clear example of what it looks like to grow in the 
faith. That should shake us up a bit. I know most of you pretty well, so I know how much many of you like to 
have heavy, theological discussions—and that’s a good thing. But theology is useless if it is divorced from the 
experience of knowing Jesus, and it is on that pressure point that Paul will press in this letter. 

So let’s talk specifics real quickly. (We’ll skip around the letter a bit.) Firstly, we see in this letter that the 
Christian’s supreme challenge and joy is the set their sights firmly on Jesus. In 3.13-15, Paul says, But one thing I 
do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal for the prize of 
the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. In the 1970s, Herbert A. Simon wrote, “In an information-rich world, the 
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wealth of information means a dearth of something else: a scarcity of whatever it is that information consumes. 
What information consumes is rather obvious: it consumes the attention of its recipients. Hence a wealth of 
information creates a poverty of attention.”  Simon could have had no idea how true his statement would 2

prove to be in 2016, and the truth of that statement applies to the Christian more than to most. The Christian 
sees outside influences fighting for his attention on all sides and at all times, and our lack of attention is 
profoundly detrimental to our spiritual life. In his letter, Paul will encourage his readers to be, in a sense, 
myopic (albeit in a very positive way)—the Christian sets before his eyes the glory and the beauty of Jesus 
Christ, and pursues him singularly…and in so doing, enjoys that beauty and glory and benefits from an 
increasing courage and vigor of spirit that will sustain him even through the deepest suffering. 

Secondly: no matter how mature we are as Christians, continual progress is necessary to glorify God and enjoy 
him forever (as the catechism goes). Immediately after the passage we read a moment ago, in 3.15, Paul goes on 
to say, 15 Let those of us who are mature think this way… So you see he’s not just talking about the fact that a baby 
Christian who needs to grow; here he’s talking about himself, and other mature Christians like him. What a 
new Christian needs, a mature Christian needs every bit as much.  

Essentially, it’s a call to humility, which is the next thing we see. 2.3-4: 3  Do nothing from selfish ambition or 
conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves. 4  Let each of you look not only to his own 
interests, but also to the interests of others. Now here’s what he doesn’t mean by humility. He doesn’t mean that a 
Christian should think of himself as garbage. C. S. Lewis wrote, “Do not imagine that if you meet a really 
humble man he will be what most people call ‘humble’ nowadays: he will not be a sort of greasy, smarmy 
person, who is always telling you that, of course, he is nobody. Probably all you will think about him is that 
he seemed a cheerful, intelligent chap who took a real interest in what you said to him… [For he] will not be 
thinking about humility: he will not be thinking about himself at all.”  Or to use Rick Warren’s summary: 3

“Humility is not thinking less of yourself, but thinking of yourself less.”  Those who truly understand the 4

grace that God has shown them in Christ will understand that Christ did exactly that: he didn’t put himself 
down, but neither did he put himself first. Paul goes on in v. 5: 5 Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours 
in Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, 7 but 
emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. 8  And being found in human 
form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.  

And there we see our third theme: Jesus, because of his humble sacrifice on the cross, now holds the place of 
honor as king of our lives. v. 9: 9 Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above 
every name, 10 so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 and 
every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. Because Jesus humbled himself in this 
way, because he took our sins upon himself and bore God’s wrath in our place, he deserves our allegiance; he 
deserves our obedience; he deserves our praise and our love. 

 Herbert A. Simon, quoted in Nick Offerman, Gumption: Relighting the Torch of Freedom With America’s Gutsiest Troublemakers 2

(Dutton, New York, NY, 2015).

 C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, Book 3, Chapter 8, “The Great Sin.”3

 Rick Warren, The Purpose-Driven Life (Zondervan, Grand Rapids, MI, 2002), Day 19, “Cultivating Community.”4
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And it is this praise and love and honor that we owe to Christ and that we feel towards Christ which are 
markers of the mature Christian: for the Christian who is growing in his faith, everything is eclipsed next to 
the reality of who Christ is. 1.20-21: …it is my eager expectation and hope that I will not be at all ashamed, but 
that with full courage now as always Christ will be honored in my body, whether by life or by death. 21  For to me to 
live is Christ, and to die is gain. Those who have been saved by grace have undergone a complete overhaul, a 
100% transformation of who they were and what they loved and what they valued: now, for these children of 
God, Christ is everything; he is their life; and even suffering and dying holds no threat against them, because 
suffering just means that they share in the sufferings of Christ, and dying just means they’ll get to be with 
Christ! 

That sounds like a tall order, and indeed it would be, if it weren’t for God. The power that he manifested in 
Philippi with Lydia and the slave girl and the jailer is the same power that he will put to work powerfully in the 
lives of his children to make them able to consider all the world’s gain as nothing compared to Christ. 2.12-13: 
12   Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but much more in my 
absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God who works in you, both to will and to 
work for his good pleasure.  

Conclusion 
So as we begin our third year as a church, as we begin this new year, let me encourage you. If you know Christ 
already, it is because God has done something in you; he has changed your heart by the power of his Holy 
Spirit. And if you know Christ, you love him. Now, that love isn’t perfect yet: we are sinful people, and we are 
fickle people. So the task of the Christian is the fight to see God for who he is, to love Christ as he is, and to 
grow in that love for him. 

I know that sounds like a death sentence: saying that the task of the Christian is to feel something, and to feel it 
so strongly that it changes what we do, and even how we react to suffering. And it would be, were it not for 
God’s own part in it. Remember Lydia. Remember the slave girl. Remember the jailer. It is God who does this; 
it is God who works in us, who produces love and who feeds that love and who orchestrates the circumstances 
of our lives to bring himself glory and us joy. Sometimes that will be painful, but in that pain he is working. 
And because he is working, we can work. You can do this. You can do this, because he will do it in you. We’ll 
see this a lot in the coming months: brothers and sisters, we can do this. 

And if you don’t know Christ, my prayer is that you will come back over the next few months; my prayer is 
that as we talk together about why Christ is enough, and more than enough, that you will be convinced of that 
fact. My prayer is that as you hear Paul go beautifully on and on about how Christ is everything, that you 
might see that he really is everything, and that you might turn to him and find everything in him. 


