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INTRODUCTION 
Paul’s letter to the Philippians1 (Grk. Pros Philippēsious) is not a text that is frequently 
examined by the Messianic community today. It causes many Messianic Believers to deal 
with a place and setting that they are generally uncomfortable with in the Apostolic 
Scriptures: the Roman world. In a Messianic movement that is dominated with a great deal 
of focus on the Land of Israel, the Hebrew language, and Jewish studies, our ability to deal 
with other groups of people in the First Century is admittedly in need of some serious help. 
We must use a text like Philippians to gauge where we are today as a faith community, so we 
can learn to truly serve the Lord in diverse circumstances. If we cannot understand the 
diverse cultures of the Bible—in both the Tanach and Apostolic Scriptures2—how are we to 
understand the diverse cultures that we find today, which are many more? 

Philippians marks the entry of the gospel message into the continent of Europe, and it 
forces anyone who wants to understand it for what it is linguistically, culturally, and 
theologically to engage with Greco-Roman classicism. As Ralph P. Martin explains it, “the 
main influx into the fellowship was from the heathen world.”3 The mission for obedient 
followers of the God of Israel to go out into the pagan world is seen throughout the Tanach. 
Many of the Pharisees of the First Century B.C.E. interpreted Jeremiah’s prophecy, “O LORD, 
my strength and my stronghold, and my refuge in the day of distress, to You the nations will 
come from the ends of the earth and say, ‘Our fathers have inherited nothing but falsehood, 

 
1 Please note that in spite of the common reference to Philippians as “the Book of Philippians,” I am going 

to purposefully refer to the text as either the Epistle to the Philippians or Paul’s letter to the Philippians, and not 
use this reference. By failing to forget that this text is a letter written to a specific audience in a specific setting, 
we can make the common error of thinking that this was a text written directly to us. Our goal as responsible 
interpreters is to try to reconstruct what this letter meant to its original audience first, before applying its message 
in a modern-day setting. 

2 It has been my observation that while the current Messianic handling of the First Century cultures is 
largely in need of serious improvement, particularly when it comes to adopting a proper attitude toward the 
Greeks and Romans, many of the same who are indignant toward these cultures have no idea how culturally 
diverse the Tanach actually is. Whereas the Apostolic Scriptures span a broad period of approximately 120 years, 
the literature of the Tanach spans anywhere from 2,200 to 4,000 years with many, many more cultures to 
consider than just the Greeks or Romans. 

For a further discussion of this issue, consult the author’s article “The Role of History in Messianic Biblical 
Interpretation” (appearing in Introduction to Things Messianic). 

3 Ralph P. Martin, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries: The Epistle of Paul to the Philippians, Vol 11 (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1959), pp 17-18. 
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futility and things of no profit’” (Jeremiah 16:19),4 as meaning that they were to go out and 
make converts of the nations. They anticipated a day when men and women would turn 
away from their vain religions and come en masse to the Holy One of Israel. 

This is, to a degree, what we see when the Macedonian man appears to Paul in a vision, 
proclaiming “Come over to Macedonia and help us” (Acts 16:9). Paul responded and went to 
Philippi, and the God of Israel dramatically entered into the lives of some people. A 
congregation of largely non-Jewish Believers was founded in this city that is known today 
for demonstrating a great deal of hospitality and generosity to Paul, in spite of their 
likelihood of being poor people. This congregation is seldom rebuked by Paul except for 
some minor problems, and Paul’s letter to them is a communication of close friendship and 
thankfulness. 

The Epistle to the Philippians is easily shuffled aside by many Church-attending 
Christians, often because of its short size at four chapters. Those who do examine 
Philippians are often not aware of its profound historical background in First Century 
classisicism, and First Century Jewish theology. Few are aware of its many embedded 
references to concepts and themes seen in the Tanach (Old Testament), because there is 
seldom an exact quotation made. At most, those who read Philippians just examine it to be 
encouraged during times of difficulty. While this is certainly important—and should by no 
means be discourgaged—there is much in Philippians that we miss out on understanding. 
Its profound impact on our understanding of who Yeshua is for the redeemed, His centrality 
in their lives, and for born again Believers to express happiness and generosity in whatever 
circumstances they face—cannot be overstated. 

Philippians, as any book of the Bible should, does present some challenges to us as 
people of faith. It causes us to wonder why Paul does not rebuke these people as he does in 
other letters. How can we be like the Philippians? It causes us to think about giving 
generously with our spiritual gifts and financial resources. How can we be generous and 
gift-giving to those who need it? Most importantly, it does cause us to consider the place of 
Yeshua in our lives, and whether or not our pedigree, upbringing, and human achievements 
are superior to His work for us. How can we be conformed to Yeshua’s example as 
individuals? 

For any generation, Philippians also asks questions about the transforming power of 
the gospel of salvation and how it reaches beyond not only cultural and societal barriers, but 
also gender barriers. Philippians forces readers to not only deal with the spread of the 
gospel in the Roman world, but also how women played an integral part in the congregation 
at Philippi. It is really no surprise why many evangelical laypersons today want to quickly 
read through Philippians and then move on to something else. It is even no bigger a surprise 

 
4 For a further discussion of this, consult the author’s article “You Want to Be a Pharisee” (appearing in 

Introduction to Things Messianic). 



INTRODUCTION 

- 3 - 

that Messianics on the whole seldom examine this letter for the standard that it holds before 
us. 

What can we learn from Philippians to be more effective in the Lord’s service as 
Messianic Believers today? 

 
PAUL AND HIS RELATIONSHIP TO THE PHILIPPIANS 

All authorities in the emerging Christian Church of the late First and early Second 
Centuries acknowledged legitimate Pauline authorship of Philippians. We see this letter 
quoted as early as the late First Century in 1 Clement, and the early Second Century in the 
writings of Ignatius, bishop of Antioch. Almost all modern commentators, both conservative 
and liberal, believe that the Apostle Paul is the author of Philippians. Only those who deny 
Pauline authorship of all of his attributed letters deny Pauline authorship of Philippians. 
The key areas that give support to Pauline authorship of Philippians are the facts that the 
letter bears a great deal of autobiographical material, particularly Philippians 3:4-6. Gerald 
F. Hawthorne points out, “An abundance of special Pauline vocabulary appears throughout 
Philippians.”5 Some commentators think that among the Pauline Epistles, Philippians is the 
most personal of them all. 

The expanse of the gospel into Philippi certainly signaled a major development in the 
progress of our faith, as the good news of salvation in Yeshua began to enter into totally 
pagan, Gentile areas, often with little or no Jewish population. The events of Paul’s first visit 
to Philippi are recorded by Luke in Acts 16:6-40, which occurred during his Second 
Missionary Journey into the Mediterranean. Some important events occurred in Philippi 
during this visit, which led to the establishment of an assembly of Believers in Yeshua the 
Messiah (Jesus Christ). 

As Paul, Silas, and Timothy were traveling throughout Asia Minor, they had to be very 
sensitive to the Holy Spirit’s leading as to where they were to go and minister (Acts 16:6-7), 
and they made their way to the city of Troas (Acts 16:8). While in Troas, Paul sees a vision of 
a Macedonian man who urges them to cross over and help them (Acts 16:9). Paul obeys the 
vision, and makes haste to go into Macedonia, “being convinced that God had called us to 
proclaim the good news to them” (Acts 16:10, NRSV). Some are convinced that this 
Macedonian man was most probably Luke, as Acts 16 shifts in language at 16:10 to referring 
to “we,” which would include its author. 

It takes two days for Paul and his associates to make it to Philippi as they must travel by 
sea to an island called Samothrace, and from there to Neapolis, the port city of Philippi (Acts 
16:11-12). As is Paul’s pattern he looks to find a synagogue to assemble with. Philippi, 
however, is a Roman colony with a miniscule Jewish community, and all he finds is a small 
Sabbath gathering that meets out by a riverside—that appears to be dominated by women 
(Acts 16:13). While he shares Yeshua with this small group of Jews, a non-Jewish God-fearer 

 
5 Gerald F. Hawthorne, Word Biblical Commentary: Philippians, Vol. 43 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1983), xxviii. 
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named Lydia opens her heart to the things he says, and she and her household were 
immersed (Acts 16:14-16). 

On either the following Sabbath, or later during the week, Paul and his companions go 
to the riverside gathering and encounter a demon-possessed slave girl on the way. She 
would not leave Paul alone, but kept rightfully shouting “These men are servants of the 
Most High God, who proclaim to you the way of salvation” (Acts 16:17, ESV). Luke records 
that “She kept this up for many days” (Acts 16:18, NIV), but that Paul eventually got tired of 
the harassment and cast the demon out of her. This girl was employed as a soothsayer who 
would predict fortunes for others, and her owners saw that her ability to make them profit 
was gone. As a result, they had the two Jews Paul and Silas dragged in before the Roman 
authorities, and accused them of bringing in foreign religious ideas (Acts 16:19-21). They 
were both stripped and beaten publicly (Acts 19:22), and then thrown into prison (Acts 
16:23). 

While in prison, the jailkeeper has them firmly secured so they could not easily move 
(Acts 16:24). In spite of their extreme discomfort Paul and Silas demonstrate a great peace as 
they pray and sing songs of praise to the Lord, with their fellow prisoners no doubt looking 
at them very strangely (Acts 16:25). As they are praying, a great earthquake shakes the 
prison that unfastens their bonds and opens the prison doors (Acts 16:26). The jailor sees 
this and prepares to perform a ritual suicide for his failure to keep the prisoners 
incarcerated, when Paul cries out not to harm himself, telling him that they are all still there 
and that no one has left (Acts 16:27-29). The jailor confirms this (Acts 27:28), and has no 
choice but to go before Paul and Silas and say, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” (Acts 
27:30). He is a prime example of a person ready to turn his back on his previous religion and 
way of life, having just seen the power of the God of Israel at work. That evening the jailor 
washes Paul and Silas’ wounds, he and his household are immersed, and he offers them a 
meal (Acts 16:31-34). 

The next day Paul is asked very carefully by the city leaders to leave Philippi, when 
they discover that they illegally arrested and flogged a Roman citizen (Acts 16:35-39). Paul 
actually asks the city leaders to lead them out personally, declaring “They beat us publicly 
without a trial, even though we are Roman citizens, and threw us into prison. And now do 
they want to get rid of us quietly? No! Let them come themselves and escort us out” (Acts 
16:37, NIV). Paul likely emphasizes his Roman citizenship so the Philippians can recognize 
him as “one of them,” who may have seen or heard him being accused of bringing in 
“foreign Jewish errors.” To quell some of their xenophobia, Paul uses the law of Rome to his 
advantage to gain credibility. He shows how it is not he, but the civic leaders of Philippi who 
have made a grave mistake. 

After this takes place, Paul and Silas leave the prison and go to the home of Lydia. 
Having encouraged their new Philippian brothers and sisters, they move on to Thessalonica 
(Acts 17:1). 
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Three main events occurred in Philippi that would have seriously affected the 
beginnings of the Philippian congregation: 

1. The conversion of Lydia 
2. The exorcism of the demon-possessed slave girl 
3. Paul and Silas’ arrest and beating, and the subsequent conversion of the 

Philippian jailor 
Lydia, the God-fearing non-Jewish woman, by default becomes the first leader, and 

certainly coordinator, of the small group of Philippian Believers. We do not know what 
happened to the slave girl, as some think that she too became a Believer in Yeshua, but 
others think that the Scriptural silence of the matter is best left as is. Donald Guthrie notes, 
“Whether the girl became a [Believer] we are not definitely told, but the others no doubt 
formed the nucleus of the Philippian [assembly].”6 The Philippian jailor and his family, as 
well as others whom Paul encountered at the riverside, were certainly early members of the 
Philippian congregation. 

Commentators and theologians are often not in agreement as to the role that Acts 16:6-
40 should play in one’s examination of Philippians. Liberals often assert that Acts 16:6-40 
does not give us a great deal of important background material, and perhaps that it only 
“provides [a] little help in interpreting the Letter to the Philippians beyond confirming the 
prominent role of women in the church.”7 They make light of the fact that neither Lydia nor 
the Philippian jailor are mentioned in Paul’s letter. Of course, this does not conclusively 
prove that they are unimportant figures in the initial growth of the Philippian assembly that 
will not later affect the spiritual development of this group of people. Conservatives often 
place more value on the background of Acts 16:6-40, recognizing that the Philippian 
congregation developed properly according to Paul’s instruction to them, and that they were 
a vibrant group of people he thought fondly of.8 

There are some clues that indicate that Paul probably visited the Philippian 
congregation once or twice again after establishing it. He writes the Corinthians, “I will 
come to you after I go through Macedonia” (1 Corinthians 16:5), which would have primarily 
included the Philippians. Later he also writes them, regarding an anxious visit to Troas, “I 
had no rest for my spirit, not finding Titus my brother; but taking my leave of them, I went 
on to Macedonia…For even when we came into Macedonia our flesh had no rest, but we 
were afflicted on every side: conflicts without, fears within” (2 Corinthians 2:13; 7:5). Acts 
20:6 indicates, “We sailed from Philippi after the days of Unleavened Bread, and came to 
them at Troas within five days; and there we stayed seven days” on Paul’s return trip to 
Jerusalem. 

 
6 Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1990), 541. 
7 Jouette Bassler, “The Letter of Paul to the Philippians,” in Walter J. Harrelson, ed., et. al., New Interpreter’s 

Study Bible, NRSV (Nashville: Abingdon, 2003), 2099. 
8 If you have not done so already, please consult the Appendix for commentary on Acts 16:6-40, Paul’s first 

visit to Philippi. 
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What is perhaps most significant regarding the Philippians and Paul’s ministry is their 
constant generosity. Leander E. Keck points out that Philippi “became the only congregation 
that supported his work financially.”9 ISBE further notes, “it was mainly in that city that he 
was occupied with his great collection for Jerusalem (2 Cor. 8:1; 9:2; Rom 15:26).”10 
Somehow, even with very little time spent in Philippi—at least compared to some of the 
other congregations he ministered to—the Philippians were dedicated in their spirit of 
giving generously to Paul and his mission. 

We can assume that between his first visit and the composition of this letter that the 
Philippian congregation had grown in number, especially as Paul makes mention of 
“bishops and deacons” (1:1, RSV). A man named Epaphroditus (2:25) presumably rises to 
become either one of the major leaders, or the major leader, of the Philippian congregation 
between Paul’s first visit and the composition of his letter to the Philippians. As Paul attests, 
“I have received full payment and even more; I am amply supplied, now that I have received 
from Epaphroditus the gifts you sent. They are a fragrant offering, an acceptable sacrifice, 
pleasing to God” (4:18, NIV). Epaphroditus visits the imprisoned Paul and gives him a 
generous financial offering from the Philippians. Paul commends him because he almost 
died on his journey to see him (2:27). 

The traditional view surrounding Philippians’ composition that is followed by many 
past and present interpreters may be summarized in the following points: 

1. The Philippians hear that Paul is imprisoned 
2. Epaphroditus, who is a leader of the Philippian assembly, is sent to bring 

him support 
3. Paul writes the Philippians, telling them he is sending Timothy back to 

them 
4. Paul expresses a desire to visit them again 
5. Paul warns the Philippians about false teachers 
 

WHERE WAS PAUL WHEN HE WROTE THIS LETTER? 
Philippians is generally known as being one of the Apostle Paul’s Prison Epistles, also 

including: Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon. Paul makes mention of his imprisonment 
in Philippians 1:13-14: 

“As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone 
else that I am in chains for Christ. Because of my chains, most of the brothers in the Lord 
have been encouraged to speak the word of God more courageously and fearlessly” (NIV). 

There are only three specific instances in the Book of Acts that we can actually consider 
to be “imprisonments.” These include Paul’s first visit to Philippi (Acts 16:23-40), Paul’s 

 
9 Leander E. Keck, “The Letter of Paul to the Philippians,” in Charles M. Laymon, ed., The Interpreter’s One-

Volume Commentary on the Bible (Nashville: Abingdon, 1971), 845. 
10 B. Reicke, “Philippians, Epistle to the,” in Geoffrey Bromiley, ed., International Standard Bible 

Encyclopedia, 4 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 3:837. 
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detention in Caesarea (Acts 26-27), and Paul’s voyage to Rome, notably his waiting to appear 
before Caesar for two years (Acts 28:30). Interpreters and scholars are not agreed as to 
where Paul was when he wrote his letter to the Philippians, based on clues that are seen in 
the text and comparison with Acts—other than the fact that he was clearly under 
confinement. They are generally divided among three broad categories: 

1. Ephesus in 53-55 C.E. 
2. Caesarea in 57-59 C.E. 
3. Rome in 61 C.E. 
Before 1900, the dominant traditional view present in conservative and most liberal 

circles was that Paul wrote Philippians from Rome. This view was largely based on Acts 
28:30-31, where Luke writes “he stayed two full years in his own rented quarters and was 
welcoming all who came to him, preaching the kingdom of God and teaching concerning the 
Lord Yeshua the Messiah with all openness, unhindered.”11 The text of Philippians gives 
some important clues that theologians have used to conclude that the letter was written 
from Rome. 

Paul’s confinement took place at or near a Praetorium. He writes, “it has become 
known throughout the whole imperial guard and to everyone else that my imprisonment is 
for Christ” (1:13, NRSV). This would have been a palace guard of several thousand. It is likely 
that the soldier who guarded Paul on the way to Rome, Julius (Acts 27:1, 3), was of the 
Praetorian regiment. Paul makes further reference to “those of Caesar's household” (4:22) 
who had received the gospel, who would have been the various employees and servants of 
the Roman emperor or “those who belong to the imperial establishment” (NEB). Most 
significantly, Paul describes his ability to preach freely, writing the Philippians, “most of 
the brethren have been made confident in the Lord because of my imprisonment, and are 
much more bold to speak the word of God without fear” (1:14, RSV). This would have 
required a large community of Believers present at or near where Paul was confined, which 
Rome certainly had. 

Hawthorne summarizes, “From the second century Marcionite prologues attached to 
Paul’s epistles…until the eighteenth century, everyone accepted without question the ‘fact’ 
that the Philippian letter was written from Rome.”12 Critiques against the traditional 
location of composition began to emerge with comparative studies in classical works, and 
most importantly renewed contact with the locations of the Bible. One argument that is 
commonly used against a Roman composition of Philippians concerns Paul’s usage of 
praitōrion, “Lat. Praetorium, the residence of the Governor, Government-house” (LS).13 The 
Praetorium need not have existed only in Rome, but could have referred to Roman 

 
11 Note that this would have been different than Paul’s second imprisonment, where he actually found 

himself in chains in a dreary dungeon (2 Timothy 1:16). 
12 Hawthorne, xxxvii. 
13 H.G. Liddell and R. Scott, An Intermediate Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 666. 
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governmental offices in many locations throughout the empire. In Mark 15:1614 Yeshua the 
Messiah is taken to the Praetorium in Jerusalem to be mocked and beaten, and Acts 23:3515 
records that Herod had a Praetorium in Caesarea where Paul was confined. 

While another location is possible than the traditional Rome, much of the evidence is 
unclear to suggest another place. A few have suggested, in support of Rome, that the 
Philippians’ contribution was made so that Paul would have a more comfortable 
confinement in Rome, living “in his own rented house” (Acts 28:30, NIV). This is not the 
first time the Philippians sent a generous gift to Paul, having done so earlier while he was in 
Corinth (4:15-16; cf. 2 Corinthians 11:9). No imminent martyrdom describes the preceding 
events in Acts 23-24, as Paul has traveled to Rome having made an appeal to Caesar. Agrippa 
told Festus, “This man might have been set free if he had not appealed to Caesar” (Acts 
26:32), but Paul had used his appeal to travel to Rome, as the Lord told him, “take courage; 
for as you have solemnly witnessed to My cause at Jerusalem, so you must witness at Rome 
also” (Acts 23:11). Advocates of the traditional view consider Paul’s remarks to the 
Philippians to be a report on how his mission to Rome has proceeded. 

Critics of the traditional Roman composition of Philippians do validly point out that 
Paul experienced several periods of confinement (2 Corinthians 11:23; Romans 16:7). Many 
conservatives and most liberals do not adhere to the traditional view that Philippians was 
written from Rome. But as Martin asks, “If the case for the Roman origin is open to 
criticism…what better alternative is possible?”16 

The only other confinement period in Acts that could correspond as a possible location 
of composition for Philippians would be Caesarea, where Paul was located for a period of 
two years (Acts 23-26). Examiners who support this location do so because they suggest that 
if Paul had been imprisoned in Caesarea, his ministry work would have still been focused on 
the Eastern Mediterranean, including Philippi. Contrary to this, they say, if he had been 
imprisoned in Rome the likelihood of him continuing this Eastern ministry is greatly 
reduced, as Paul expected Rome to be a new hub that he could use to minister to the Western 
Mediterranean, particularly Spain (Romans 15:24, 28). 

Not a great number of theologians, conservative or liberal, support the conclusion that 
Caesarea was the location of Paul’s imprisonment and the place of Philippians’ composition. 
The WBC volume on Philippians by Hawthorne (that is frequently referred to in this 
commentary) does adhere to a Caesarean composition of this letter. He says, “the 
assumption made in this commentary is that Philippians was written by Paul from prison in 
Caesarea about A.D. 59-61.”17 If Caesarea is the location of Philippians’ composition, Paul 

 
14 “The soldiers took Him away into the palace (that is, the Praetorium), and they called together the whole 

Roman cohort” (Mark 15:16). 
15 “[H]e [Felix] said, ‘I will give you a hearing after your accusers arrive also,’ giving orders for him to be 

kept in Herod's Praetorium” (Acts 23:35). 
16 Martin, 25. 
17 Hawthorne, pp xliii-xliv. 
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would likewise have needed a place where he could preach freely. Guthrie makes the 
important point, “The Philippian epistle makes it clear that Paul’s imprisonment had caused 
many to become courageous in preaching the gospel (1:14), but this presupposes a place 
possessing a church of some size…Caesarea does not easily fit this requirement.”18 Luke 
records in Acts 24:23 that the only major freedom Paul had in Caesarea was “that none of his 
friends should be prevented from attending to his needs” (RSV). In Rome, Paul would have 
been given considerably more freedom, being subject to a kind of house arrest. 

Ephesus is more widely adhered to as an alternative for a Roman composition of 
Philippians. The principal reason in support of this view is that Ephesus and Philippi were 
geographically closer than Ephesus and Rome. Those who adhere to this position commonly 
argue that the long distance between Rome and Macedonia, and Paul’s desire to quickly 
send Timothy and Epaphroditus to the Philipians (2:19-30; 4:18), favors a much closer 
location. “The terms in 1:13; 4:22; PRAETORIUM and CAESAR’S HOUSEHOLD have no necessary 
reference to Rome. Members of Caesar’s administrative staff (domus Caesaris) were, as we 
know from inscriptions, to be found at Ephesus, as elsewhere throughout the Empire” 
(IDB).19 Archaeological inscriptions in Ephesus do indicate that the city had a Praetorium, 
which Paul could have been referring to. But Peter T. O’Brien does have to point out, “there 
is no known instance of the governor’s headquarters of such a province being called a 
praetorium at this time. Troops were not normally stationed in senatorial provinces since 
they were ruled by civil authority.”20 

While Ephesus is an interesting suggestion, and it has found support among various 
conservatives, the major problem with an Ephesian composition for Philippians is that we 
have no record of Paul ever being imprisoned in this city. Acts 19:23-41 records that a riot 
occurred during Paul’s visit. Some think that Paul’s reference to Priscilla and Acquila 
risking themselves for Paul in Romans 16:3-4 is a reference to them helping him in Ephesus, 
but this supposition is in turn often based on the belief that Romans 16 is not original and 
was originally written to the Ephesians and not the Romans. This is not a view that many 
conservatives are willing to adopt. Keck summarizes, “The case for Ephesus…rests on what 
we infer from Phil. and other letters but is undercut by the lack of explicit mention in Acts 
of an imprisonment there. Scholars are therefore divided in their views on this question.”21 

The difficulty that Ephesus does remove is the long distance it would have taken for 
Ephaphroditus to have traveled between Philippi and Rome, or Philippi and Caesarea. 
Adherents of an Ephesian composition for Philippians often hold to a metaphorical 
interpretation of 1 Corinthians 15:32, where Paul writes “I fought with wild beasts at 

 
18 Guthrie, pp 546-547. 
19 G.S. Duncan, “Philippians,” in George Buttrick, ed. et. al., The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, 4 vols. 

(Nashville: Abingdon, 1962), 3:790. 
20 Peter T. O’Brien, New International Greek Testament Commentary: The Epistle to the Philippians (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 22. 
21 Keck, in The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the Bible, 846. 
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Ephesus,” possibly either a reference to the difficulties that he had in the city, or the 
violence of the mob. Martin points out, “Paul may be describing, in a vivid way, the hostility 
of men against him rather than his fate in which he was literally condemned ad bestias in the 
arena…his privilege as a Roman citizen would exempt him from such a punishment.”22 This 
does add some validity to the idea that Philippians was composed during some kind of 
possible detainment of Paul while in Ephesus. The Philippians could have quickly heard 
about this and dispatched Epaphroditus with a contribution to help Paul. 

The most serious challenge, though, to an Ephesian composition of Philippians is that it 
is ultimately arbitrary and an argument from silence. Hawthorne notes, “The fatal flaw in 
the Ephesian imprisonment hypothesis is that it is totally built on conjecture.”23 There is no 
direct evidence that Paul was ever imprisoned in Ephesus. 

In spite of the evidence that some present in favor of alternative locations for 
Philippians’ composition, a Roman composition for this letter is the default position. B. 
Reicke comments, “Geographical details…point toward Rome. The distance between Rome 
and Philippi is not greater than that between Caesarea and Philippi” (ISBE).24 Robert H. 
Gundry further points out, “Time for the journeys between Rome and Philippi would 
require only four to six months in toto. Allowance for intervals between the journeys still 
keeps the whole amount of required time well within the two years that we know Paul spent 
in Rome (Acts 28:30).”25 Our analysis of Philippians will stand by the traditional view 
that the letter was written by Paul when he was in Rome. However, I will concede that 
the Ephesian hypothesis adhered to by some conservatives does make some legitimate 
points that cannot be easily disregarded. 

Whether or not Rome or Ephesus was the location of composition for Paul’s Epistle to 
the Philippians does not seriously affect its overall theology or our interpretation of the text. 
Philippians will be more strongly affected by forms of ancient letter writing. Gordon D. Fee 
makes the key point, “Letter-writing, which was something of an ‘art’ in pre-typewriter, 
pre-computer Western culture, was…taken with great seriousness by the ancient Greeks 
and Romans. Formal schooling would have included instruction in letter writing.”26 The 
Roman Senator Cicero, a contemporary of Julius Caesar from the First Century B.C.E., 
summarizes how important proper written communication would have been for Paul’s 
time: “Letter writing was invented just in order that we might inform those at a distance if 
there were anything which it was important for them or for ourselves that they should 
know” (Epistulae ad Familiares 2.4.1).27 

 
22 Martin, 27. 
23 Hawthorne, xxxix. 
24 Reicke, “Philippians, Epistle to the,” in ISBE, 3:838. 
25 Robert H. Gundry, A Survey of the New Testament, third edition (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 404. 
26 Gordon D. Fee, New International Commentary on the New Testament: Paul’s Letter to the Philippians (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 2. 
27 Ibid., 4. 
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The two main types of letters that would have existed in the First Century C.E. would 
have been friendship letters and moral exhortations. The Apostle Paul, a student of Gamaliel 
(Acts 22:3) and member of the Pharisaical School of Hillel, would have been trained in this 
procedure. Greek philosophy and language were studied by those of the Rabbinical school of 
Gamaliel, a practice detailed in the Talmud (b.Sotah 9b).28 There is historical evidence that 
the Rabbinical School of Gamaliel not only trained its pupils in the Tanach Scriptures and 
proper hermeneutics, but also trained them in Greek language and philosophy. The reason 
for this was that these Rabbis often had close dealings with the Roman government and 
authorities, and it is not improbable to conclude that these Rabbis were also sent out on 
teaching missions beyond the Land of Israel. Paul, in his apostolic ministry, certainly did go 
on several extended missionary journeys into the Diaspora. It is by no means a stretch to 
conclude that he knew how to to write a letter using basic Roman conventions—taught to 
him as a part of his rabbinic training, no less—and that he used such methods to encourage 
continuing godly behavior among his various audiences. 

While various examiners do not agree that Paul wrote his letter to the Philippians from 
Rome, what will affect our approach to the text considerably more, is who the Philippians 
were in relation to Rome. Even if one adheres to an Ephesian or Caesarean composition for 
Philippians, Rome will still undoubtedly come into the equation as all of these cities were a 
part of the Roman Empire. We will encounter Paul making some significant appeals to the 
Hebrew Scriptures using methods found in a distinctively classical style of writing. 

Aside from the debates about where Paul was when he wrote Philippians, there are 
some things that we do know for certain. Paul’s greeting indicates that Timothy was present 
with him when he wrote this letter (1:1). Paul intends to send Timothy to the Philippians 
(2:19-24), whom they already knew going back to his first visit to them (cf. Acts 16:6-40). 

 
The Latin version can be accessed online at 

<http://cicero.missouristate.edu/~cicero/Epistulae/adFam/fam02.htm>. 
28 “Our Rabbis taught: When the kings of the Hasmonean house fought one another, Hyrcanus was outside 

and Aristobulus within. Each day they used to let down denarii in a basket, and haul up for them [animals for] 
the continual offerings. An old man there, who was learned in Greek wisdom, spoke with them in Greek, saying: 
‘As long as they carry on the Temple-service, they will never surrender to you’…For Rabbi said: Why use the 
Syrian language in the land of Israel? Either use the holy tongue or Greek! And R. Joseph said: Why use the 
Syrian language in Babylon? Either use the holy tongue or Persian!—The Greek language and Greek wisdom are 
distinct. But is Greek philosophy forbidden? Behold Rab Judah declared that Samuel said in the name of Rabban 
Simeon b. Gamaliel, What means that which is written: Mine eye affecteth my soul, because of all the daughters 
of my city? There were a thousand pupils in my father's house; five hundred studied Torah and five hundred 
studied Greek wisdom, and of these there remained only I here and the son of my father's brother in Assia!—It 
was different with the household of Rabban Gamaliel because they had close associations with the 
Government; for it has been taught: To trim the hair in front is of the ways of the Amorites; but they permitted 
Abtilus b. Reuben to trim his hair in front because he had close associations with the Government. Similarly 
they permitted the household of Rabban Gamaliel to study Greek wisdom because they had close 
associations with the Government” (The Soncino Talmud. Judaic Classics Library II. MS Windows 3.1. Brooklyn: 
Institute for Computers in Jewish Life, 1996. CD-ROM). 
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Paul also probably wrote this letter because he knew of some fellow Believers who were 
traveling to Philippi, likely Ephaphroditus’ return trip, and he had a ready means at 
transporting a letter (2:25-30; 4:18). 

 
WHEN DID PAUL WRITE THIS LETTER? 

Any dating for Philippians is contingent on accurately determining the letter’s point of 
origin. Concurrent with the traditional Roman composition for Philippians, with Paul being 
under house arrest in Rome, 61 C.E. is often proposed for the dating of this letter. 

When Paul writes Philippians, he is reflecting on his older age and expresses a desire to 
die and be with the Lord. He exclaims, “For to me, to live is Messiah and to die is gain. But if 
I am to live on in the flesh, this will mean fruitful labor for me; and I do not know which to 
choose” (1:21-22). Furthermore, some have suggested hints of martyrdom expressed in these 
words. 

Perhaps most significant regarding the date of Philippians is the view of some 
commentators that the text is a composition of several letters that he wrote to Philippi, 
disjointed at 3:2. The two-letter hypothesis espouses that the arrival of false teachers in 
Philippi necessitated the writing of a second letter. Over time, it is said that what makes up 
our canonical 3:2-4:9 became integrated as an interpolation into a previous letter, 1:1-3:1 and 
4:10-23. Two-letter advocates claim that “Those convinced of the unity of Phil. offer 
psychological theories to explain Paul’s abrupt change of mood.”29 But this is not something 
uncommon to Paul. Literary unity of Philippians can be maintained as Hawthorne explains, 

“There is certainly a disjointedness about Philippians, and Paul does interrupt himself 
at 3:1b. But this should not be surprising in a personal, almost conversational, letter written 
by a man accustomed to abrupt shifts in style.”30 

The two-letter hypothesis, and even a three-letter hypothesis (1:1-3:1a + 4:2-9 + 4:21-
23),31 is generally accepted by more liberal than conservative commentators. 

More than likely, our extant Epistle to the Philippians is the most prominent among all 
of the letters that Paul wrote to the Believers in Philippi. G.L. Borchert validly points out, 
“Paul’s limiting his correspondence with this church to one letter…is unlikely” (ISBE).32 In 
fact, we have outside evidence that Paul did write several letters to the congregation at 
Philippi. Polycarp would write the Philippian congregation in the Second Century, “I have 
neither seen nor heard of any such [sin] among you, in the midst of whom the blessed Paul 
labored, and who are commended in the beginning of his Epistle[s]” (Epistle of Polycarp to 

 
29 Keck, in The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the Bible, 846. 
30 Hawthorne, xxxi. 
31 Bassler, in New Interpreter’s Study Bible, 2100. 
32 G.L. Borchert, “Philippi,” in ISBE, 3:836. 
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the Philippians 11:3).33 Guthrie points out, “the plural may be used of a single letter or may be 
used to include other Macedonian epistles (i.e. Thessalonians).”34 He also summarizes, 

“J.H. Michael has pointed out that Paul must have written at least one other epistle to 
this church and suggests that the manner in which Paul refers to the subject in the present 
epistle is too indirect to be a first acknowledgement. He also detects a note of gentle rebuke 
in the apostle’s words, suggesting that the Philippians had misrepresented what he had 
previously written. They may have thought that he was unappreciative of their generosity 
and so he goes out of his way to trace their liberality towards him from the very first days 
since the founding of the church in Philippi.”35 

What Paul writes to the Philippians in the canonical epistle that we have today might 
have been an enlargement of what he wrote to them previously. Current thematic and 
literary studies in Philippians affirm more of the unity than the disjointedness of the letter, 
though. O’Brien indicates, “a number of scholars have concluded that the introductory 
thanksgiving paragraphs of Paul’s letters have an epistolary function, namely to introduce 
and present the main themes of their letters. These periods have didactic and paraenetic 
functions as well, and they provide evidence of Paul’s pastoral and apostolic concern for his 
readers. As integral parts of their letters these paragraphs set the tone for what is to 
follow.”36 Even though an interesting proposition, the belief that we are dealing with two or 
three letters in Philippians cannot be substantially maintained. Guthrie asserts, “It is 
possible to interpret the evidence satisfactorily on the assumption that the whole epistle 
was sent at the same time to the same people.”37 

There is the opinion of many conservative commentators that Paul himself inserted an 
outside source into his composition of Philippians. Philippians 2:5/6-11, believed by many 
to be an early hymn directed to Yeshua (commonly referred to in theological works by the 
Latin designation Carmen Christi), was in all likelihood an external source used among 
various communities of Believers, that Paul imported into this epistle. There are many 
scholars who consider this hymn to be pre-Pauline, but others consider it to have been 
written by Paul himself as something that he composed previously for another purpose. 

D.A. Carson and Douglas J. Moo indicate that in Philippians 2:6-11 are “other 
words…not found elsewhere in Paul—and the rhythmic style is not common in Paul, 
although it is the kind of thing we find in religious Hebrew poetry. Both the language and 
the rhythm would perhaps fit if the passage were a Greek translation of a Hebrew or 

 
33 The Ante-Nicene Fathers, P. Schaff, ed.; Libronix Digital Library System 1.0d: Church History Collection. 

MS Windows XP. Garland, TX: Galaxie Software. 2002. 
34 Guthrie, 557. 
35 Ibid., 544. 
36 O’Brien, 16. 
37 Guthrie, 559. 
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Aramaic composition.”38 Even if we affirm the literary unity of Philippians, we are still 
confronted with the fact that Paul likely adopted this common First Century hymn for his 
letter. Considering the theology of the hymn—which affirms both the Divinity and 
humanity of Yeshua—this might suggest for a further developed faith than would have 
existed during his supposed imprisonment at Ephesus (53-55 C.E.) or Caesarea (57-59 C.E.), 
pointing to a 61 C.E. composition from Rome. 

 
WHO WAS THE TARGET AUDIENCE OF THIS LETTER? 

Properly understanding the First Century city of Philippi is absolutely imperative for 
readers to have a proper understanding of Paul’s letter to the Philippians. Philippi was 
geographically located in East Macedonia, ten miles inland from the Aegean Sea on a plain 
enclosed by mountains. The original inhabitants were Thracians, but were later overtaken 
by settlers from the island of Thasos when gold was discovered in the region. They named 
their city Krēnides, likely to refer to the well-springs underneath their settlement. ”Diodorus 
said that the exiled Athenian statesman Callistratus was the leader of the original Thasian 
settlers” (ISBE).39 

Krēnides remained a small Thracian village until colonization by King Philip II of 
Macedon (359-336 B.C.E.) in 360 B.C.E., who was the father of Alexander the Great. The 
designation of Philippoi for the city was in his honor. Philippi became a Roman possession 
after the Battle of Pydna in 168 B.C.E. against the Persians, and in 167 the province of 
Macedonia was divided into four districts by the Roman consul L. Aemilius Paullus, and the 
city of Philippi fell into its first district. 

When the gold discoveries made centuries earlier were exhausted, the importance of 
Philippi fell into obscurity. It was the place of a decisive battle in 42 B.C.E., the Battle of 
Philippi, between the Second Triumvirate of Octavian, Antony, and Lepidus against the 
Roman Republicans. The victory of Octavian resulted in the city being made a Roman 
military colony. The first major wave of Roman colonization took place on the order of 
Antony. Ten years later in 31-30 B.C.E., Octavian began his hold on the Roman Empire. He 
dispossessed the homes of Antony’s supporters in Italy, and “in order to settle his veterans 
in their communities…these dispossessed persons were…allowed to establish themselves in 
Philippi” (IDB)40 among other places. Octavian wanted the partisans of Antony out of Rome, 
making up “as many as 500 or more Roman soldiers—mostly veterans of Antony’s 
praetorian guard who had lost their claims to land in Italy—[who] received allotments and 
accompanying privileges in Philippi” (ABD).41 

 
38 D.A. Carson and Douglas J. Moo, An Introduction to the New Testament, second edition (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 2005), 499. 
39 Borchert, “Philippi,” in ISBE, 3:834. 
40 J. Finegan, “Philippi,” in IDB, 3:786. 
41 Holland L. Hendrix, “Philippi,” in David Noel Freedman, ed., Anchor Bible Dictionary, 6 vols. (New York: 

Doubleday, 1992), 5:314. 
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More Roman veterans would come to Philippi after Antony and Cleopatra were 
defeated at the Battle of Actium in 31-30 B.C.E. When Octavian was given the title Augustus 
by the Roman Senate in 27 B.C.E., the colony was refounded in the Roman name Colonia 
Augusta Julia Philippensis. Hawthorne remarks that “Philippi was a reproduction of Rome.”42 
The city had the honor of ius Italicum, being considered as though it were an Italian city. 
“Philippi was at that time given the right to the Law of Italy…together with many privileges 
and immunities—especially the immunity from taxation” (ISBE).43 The people of Philippi 
were chiefly Roman, and many more retired military men would reside there. 

By the Apostolic period, Philippi was located on the Egnatian Road or Via Ignatia in the 
province of Macedonia, a major east-west road linking Rome to the East. The city boasted a 
major medical school, so important that some have suggested “that Luke was a Philippian. 
There is a touch of pride in Luke’s description of Philippi as ‘the leading city of the district’ 
(Acts 16:12)” (NIDB).44 By the First Century, Philippi was not only a Roman colony, but was 
the leading city of Macedonia, even though Thessalonica was the capital of the province. 
Homer A. Kent, Jr. explains, “Evidence from a later period shows that prōtē was an honorary 
title given certain cities, and perhaps this explains Luke’s use of the term.”45 Luke’s 
statement that Philippi was “a principal city” (YLT) in Macedonia is historically accurate. As 
a result, many commentators suspect that when “Macedonia” or “the Macedonians” are 
referred to in the Apostolic Scriptures, the congregation of Philippi is not only included, but 
are the primary people being talked about. 

The people of Philippi certainly prided themselves on being Romans (Acts 16:21), and 
Paul’s words in his letter about citizenship in Heaven were likely intended to play such 
Roman citizenship against citizenship in God’s Kingdom (1:27; 3:20). The people of Philippi 
largely dressed like Romans and Latin was spoken throughout the city. But even though 
Philippi functioned as a miniature Rome, the city was still made up of a mixed population. 
“[T]he population of Philippi included Thracians indigenous to the region, Greeks 
descended from the settlers brought by Callistratus and Philip II, and Romans introduced as 
colonists by Antony and Octavian” (IDB).46 ABD offers us a rather thorough description of 
what Paul probably encountered when he visited Philippi: 

“At the time of Paul’s visit, the population of the colony would have included a 
relatively privileged core of Roman veterans and their descendants; Greeks descended from 
the inhabitants of the earlier Hellenistic cities (Krenides and Philippi) and from other Greek 
settlements in the area (e.g., Amphipolis, Maroneia, and Neapolis); Greeks involved in 

 
42 Hawthorne, xxxiv. 
43 Borchert, “Philippi,” in ISBE, 3:835. 
44 Lorman M. Petersen, “Philippi,” in Merril C. Tenney, ed., The New International Dictionary of the Bible 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987), 781. 
45 Homer A. Kent, Jr., “Philippians,” in Frank E. Gaebelein, ed. et. al., Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 12 vols. 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1981), 12:95. 
46 Finegan, “Philippi,” in IDB, 3:787. 
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commerce who had migrated from Asia Minor (exemplified by the figure of Lydia of 
Thyatira mentioned in Acts 16:14); and native Thracians.”47 

In spite of Philippi having a distinctively Roman element, Greek was still the overall 
language of the region. While “Philippi had been thoroughly colonized by the Romans after 
30 B.C….the city was still more Greek in culture than Roman” (NIDB).48 The religion of 
Philippi was largely a mix of Greek and Roman traditions, even though there were some 
Eastern and African influences present, likely brought in via trade. 

The city of Philippi did not have a very large Jewish population. It was not large enough 
to warrant the presence of a synagogue. “Acts tells us nothing of a Jewish synagogue at 
Philippi, or of the reactions of Philippian Jews to Paul’s preaching” (IDB).49 Normally, Acts 
indicates a pattern that when Paul would proclaim the good news of Yeshua to a Jewish 
community, he would remain in their synagogue or fellowship until he was tossed out or the 
Jewish leaders pressured the civil authorities to harass him to leave. This did not happen 
during his visit to Philippi in Acts 16:6-40. “[E]vidently, because of the strong Roman 
consciousness of the citizens, the Jews were not allowed to have a synagogue within the city 
walls, so they had only a place of prayer outside the west gate at a river (Acts 16:13)” 
(ISBE).50 The only harassment Paul receives is from the Gentile Philippians themselves. 

Archaeological ruins from the site of Philippi indicate the placement of an arch 
specifying the boundary of colonial limits where foreign religions were not to be practiced. 
“Judging from the use of expensive imported marble in the sanctuary’s construction, 
Philippi’s Egyptian cult establishment appears to have enjoyed the support of at least some 
wealthy adherents” (ABD).51 The exact opposite is likely true of Philippi’s Jewish population, 
which had to meet outside the city, probably by the River Gangites. The river actually 
curves near the city to form a natural amphitheater, where individuals could easily address 
a crowd. Most of Philippi’s Jews were probably struggling merchants, or were relatively 
poor, concurrent with what we see in Acts 16:6-40. Many of these Jews may not have been as 
Torah observant, or possibly even as religious, as some of their other Diaspora counterparts. 

In spite of the historical evidence regarding the strong Greco-Roman influences in 
Philippi, many in today’s Messianic movement will maintain an opinion that Paul wrote his 
letter to the Philippians in Hebrew or Aramaic. This runs against all scholastic opinion and 
proposition, as no scholar or commentator—conservative or liberal—has ever proposed a 
Hebrew or Aramaic composition for the Epistle to the Philippians. As Fee astutely 
summarizes, “although Latin was the official language, Greek was the predominant 
language of commerce and everyday life—all the more so in a city located in Greece.”52 ABD 

 
47 Hendrix, “Philippi,” in ABD, 5:315. 
48 Lorman M. Petersen, “Philippians, Letter to the,” in NIDB, 782. 
49 G.S. Duncan, “Philippians,” in IDB, 3:788. 
50 Reicke, “Philippians, Epistle to the,” in ISBE, 3:837. 
51 Hendrix, “Philippi,” in ABD, 5:315. 
52 Fee, 26. 
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further adds, “The Greek-speaking Paul was understood sufficiently well to have 
undertaken an extended stay at the city” in Acts 16.53 The largely Roman audience that Paul 
writes in Philippians would have had no difficulty understanding Greek, the international 
language of the Eastern Mediterranean. Perhaps the only Semitic-influenced part of the text 
would have possibly been the importation of the Carmen Christi hymn in 2:5-11. The idea that 
this letter was written in Hebrew or Aramaic has no historical basis. 

Regarding the actual assembly that Paul writes to in Philippi, some theologians claim 
“The church there appears to have been almost entirely Gentile.”54 The account we see in 
Acts 16 does legitimately show that the Jewish population of Philippi was miniscule at best, 
and it is logical to assume that most of the Philippian Believers were Greeks and Romans. 
But are we to totally exclude any Jewish Believers from the picture, as many commentators 
do? We have to remember that the Philippian assembly was birthed from the Jewish 
meetings at the riverside. How much or how little weight do we give to this in our 
examination of Philippians? By the time Paul writes to the Philippians from Rome, is the 
congregation entirely non-Jewish? Perhaps this can only be determined by his message 
contained in the letter, and how little or how much he makes light of the Tanach and extant 
First Century Jewish traditions. 

We do know that just like much of Philippi’s Jewish community, the Philippian 
assembly of Believers—in spite of their affluent generosity toward Paul—was largely made 
up of poor people. The Apostle Paul would praise their tenacity in 2 Corinthians 8:1-2, 
writing, “Now, brethren, we wish to make known to you the grace of God which has been 
given in the [assemblies] of Macedonia, that in a great ordeal of affliction their abundance of 
joy and their deep poverty overflowed in the wealth of their liberality.” This statement may 
have included the Thessalonicans as well, but it does reflect on the Philippians’ “extreme 
poverty” (RSV, NIV). NIDB summarizes it this way: “They were poor, but the fruits of faith 
were abundant.”55 

 
WHAT IS THE THEOLOGICAL MESSAGE OF PHILIPPIANS? 

On a first reading of Philippians, most people easily see that this letter is a thank you 
note and encouraging message to a group of people who are very near and dear to the 
Apostle Paul. It is a letter that has encouraged generosity and friendship for almost two 
millennia. It has been used to also support many humanitarian and social justice projects by 
Christian denominations and missionaries. Philippians is frequently read by people who are 
depressed and who need an uplifting word. 

What is interesting in Philippians is that there are few, if any, direct quotes from the 
Tanach (Old Testament). This does not mean that there are no references to concepts and 

 
53 Hendrix, “Philippi,” in ABD, 5:315. 
54 Keck, in The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the Bible, 845. 
55 Petersen, “Philippians, Letter to the,” in NIDB, 782. 
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