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PHILIPPIANS 1 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 Paul and Timothy, bond-servants of Messiah Yeshua, to all the saints in Messiah 
Yeshua who are in Philippi, including the overseers and deacons: 2 Grace to you 
and peace from God our Father and the Lord Yeshua the Messiah. 
 
1:1 As Philippians begins, the Apostle Paul employs standard letter writing skills 

common to First Century Roman composition. Paul identifies himself, he identifies the 
recipients, and he extends greetings to them. We see a similar parallel in the brief note 
written by the garrison commander in Jerusalem to Felix: “Claudius Lysias, to the most 
excellent governor Felix, greetings” (Acts 23:25). Interestingly enough, Paul’s opening 
words not only conform to a Roman style of writing, but also to that seen much earlier in 
various works from the Ancient Near East, hinted at in the Tanach. Daniel 4:1 follows this 
with, “Nebuchadnezzar the king to all the peoples, nations, and men of every language that 
live in all the earth: ‘May your peace abound!’” Ezra 7:12 follows the more basic formula: 
“Artaxerxes, king of kings, to Ezra the priest, the scribe of the law of the God of heaven, 
perfect peace.” Gerald F. Hawthorne indicates that Paul “often expanded these conventional 
formulas and infused them with deep theological and christological meaning.”1 

While his disciple Timothy is identified in Paul’s opening remarks, we need to be 
aware that Paul is the main one communicating, and not Timothy. Timothy being 
mentioned is, however, important because he was well known in both Philippi and 
Macedonia (Acts 16-17). The Philippians encountered Timothy during Paul’s first visit to 
them, and Timothy had likely served as an intermediary between the Philippians and Paul 
on various occasions, mostly to dispatch news of his condition and to report the ongoings in 
Philippi. It is possible that given Paul’s condition that he was unable to write down his letter 
to the Philippians, so some concede the possibility that Timothy served as Paul’s secretary, 
writing this letter via his direct supervision.2 

Contrary to his opening remarks seen in his other letters3 Paul does not refer to himself 
as an apostle in v. 1. He simply states, “Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus” (RSV). He 

 
1 Hawthorne, 2. 
2 Cf. Fee, 61. 
3 Romans, 1&2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Colossians, 1&2 Timothy, and Titus. 
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employs the term doulos, meaning “generally, a bondman, slave” (LS).4 This is the first major 
example we see in Philippians with Paul using intertextuality—key Tanach concepts 
embedded deeply within his choice selection of vocabulary. Doulos corresponds via the 
Septuagint to the Hebrew word eved, “slave, servant” (BDB).5 Being a servant or slave was a 
role of extreme humility, a concept that Paul will later call the Philippians to in their walk 
with the Lord (2:3). 

Being the servant or eved of God was a title of extreme dignity in the Tanach, however. 
2 Kings 18:12 refers to “Moses the servant of the LORD,” Moshe eved ADONAI, a title 
reemphasized in other important passages (cf. Exodus 14:31; Numbers 12:7; Psalm 60:26). 
Amos 3:7 indicates, “Surely the Lord GOD does nothing unless He reveals His secret counsel 
to His servants the prophets,” making mention of avadayv ha’nevi’im, as God sends His 
people various prophets to call them back to Him (cf. Jeremiah 25:4; Ezekiel 38:7; Zechariah 
1:6; Daniel 9:6). 

By employing the term doulos, the Greek equivalent of eved, Paul is associating himself 
with all of these servants of God who have gone before him. This term would have been 
known to the non-Jewish Philippians who had studied the Scriptures. Gordon D. Fee 
indicates, “They had entered the ‘society’ of a people whose roots were in Judaism and 
whose story had its origins in the Old Testament, a story that the Philippians by now would 
have known well in its Greek form—the Septuagint (LXX).”6 Surely for the non-Jewish 
Believers in Philippi, who had recognized Israel’s Messiah, and had been attached to the 
riverside fellowship Paul first visited in Acts 16:6-40—they had begun a process of 
discipleship and training, where understanding the narratives and themes of the Tanach 
were quite key for living as citizens of the Kingdom of Heaven (cf. 3:20). 

In an entirely secular context, a master could do anything he wanted to do with his 
slave or doulos. However, we need not read modern-day concepts of slavery stemming from 
our ideas of the American Civil War, modern-day slavery in parts of Africa, or even what we 
think about the Ancient Israelites’ slavery in Egypt—into what we see in the First Century 
Roman world. Being a “slave” in the Roman context may have extended some strong 
privileges to a person, not present among average people. While the condition of each 
Roman slave needs to be considered on a case-by-case basis, ABD summarizes that some 
played some very important functions: 

“Central features that distinguish 1st century slavery from that later practiced in the 
New World are the following: racial factors played no role; education was greatly 
encouraged (some slaves were better educated than their owners) and enhanced a slave’s 
value; many slaves carried out sensitive and highly responsible social functions; slaves 
could own property (including other slaves!); their religious and cultural traditions were 

 
4 LS, 210. 
5 Francis Brown, S.R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs, Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), 713. 
6 Fee, 63. 
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the same as those of the freeborn; no laws prohibited public assembly of slaves; and 
(perhaps above all) the majority of urban and domestic slaves could legitimately anticipate 
being emancipated by the age of 30.”7 

How much or how little is Paul balancing the Hebrew concept of being an eved or 
servant of the Lord seen in the Tanach, with the common concept of being a doulos in the 
First Century Roman world? Is Paul not only associating himself and Timothy with the 
Prophets, but also with those who are highly valued by God to perform some critical jobs in 
the world? Many Roman slaves were highly valued by their owners, and were placed in key 
positions of authority and responsibility. Paul and Timothy were certainly placed in a 
critical position for the service of God, and we can see some parallels in the function that 
they played in the First Century ekklēsia to the Greco-Roman concept of a doulos. Likewise, if 
we are servants of the Lord today, we are not only to call people back to Him as the Prophets 
did, but understand that He has placed us in critical and valued assignments in the Body of 
Messiah. 

More than anything else, as the personal property of Yeshua the Messiah, Paul affirms 
that both he and Timothy could be used by Him for whatever He wanted. Both of them were 
owned by God—as opposed to the authorities who were presently detaining Paul—because 
God has His reasons for Paul being in that detainment. In ch. 1 Paul writes about his own 
humility for the cause of Messiah, because the ultimate example of humility is seen in the 
coming of Yeshua into the Earthly realm in ch. 2. 

The concept of being used by God regardless of what happens is something that Paul 
wants his beloved friends in Philippi to understand. He tells them that they are “the saints 
in Messiah Yeshua who are in Philippi,” but more specifically refers to them as tois hagiois, 
literally “the holy ones.” This is because the Philippians have been made a separated people 
by God for His unique tasks, a theme he likely appropriates from various Tanach Scriptures 
that refer to His call upon Israel: 

 
“‘Now then, if you will indeed obey My voice and keep My covenant, then you shall be 
My own possession among all the peoples, for all the earth is Mine; and you shall be to 
Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’ These are the words that you shall speak to 
the sons of Israel” (Exodus 19:5-6). 
 
“As for the saints who are in the earth, they are the majestic ones in whom is all my 
delight” (Psalm 16:3). 
 
The overwhelming reason why Paul would consider the Philippians set-apart by God is 

not only because He has a special function and purpose for them, but also because they 
recognize the centrality of Yeshua the Messiah and His supremacy in their lives. Their 
commitment to a holy life that comes through a faithful obedience to God and His Word 

 
7 S. Scott Bartchy, “Slavery (Greco-Roman),” in ABD, 6:66. 
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results in them acknowledging that without Yeshua, they can do nothing. This in turn 
results in the Philippian Believers being able to fulfill the calling that God has upon His 
people, something extending back to the original calling of Ancient Israel. Hawthorne 
remarks, “Since God is holy, that is to say that among other things God is perfect in purity 
and goodness and justice and love, it is expected that his special people will also possess 
personal purity and practice goodness, justice and love.”8 

Truly, if we are to be a holy, called out people for God’s service today, we need to 
remember the responsibilities that He has placed upon us. It is not just enough to recall 
Deuteronomy 28:9, “The LORD will establish you as a holy people to Himself, as He swore to 
you, if you keep the commandments of the LORD your God and walk in His ways.” We must 
live this out by demonstrating the proper character of God in our daily actions, and 
embodying the self-sacrificing love of Yeshua in all we do. 

In his greeting to the Philippians, Paul makes mention of “bishops and deacons” (NEB). 
This indicates that from his initial visit to the Philippians in Acts 16:6-40, the Philippian 
congregation has experienced some significant developments. While the Epistle to the 
Philippians was no doubt written before some of the organization that would emerge in the 
Second Century Christian Church, we do see that two major offices have been established to 
oversee and administrate the people of God. 

The first of these is that of episkopos, “one who watches over, an overseer, guardian” (LS).9 
The term episkopos is used numerous times in the Septuagint to describe various officials, 
some of which play important roles in administrating Ancient Israel (Numbers 4:16; 31:14; 2 
Kings 11:18; 12:11; cf. Nehemiah 11:9; 1 Maccabees 1:51). A few liberal theologians consider the 
position of an episkopos in the mid-First Century ekklēsia to be too early, and have argued a 
post-Pauline composition of v. 2 because of it being mentioned here. However, in response 
to this some commentators have noted a possible connection between the concept of an 
episkopos seen in the LXX and the role of the mevaker in the Qumran community: 

“No man shall interrupt a companion before his speech has ended, nor speak before a 
man of higher rank; each man shall speak in his turn. And in an Assembly of the 
Congregation no man shall speak without the consent of the Congregation, nor indeed of the 
Guardian [mevaker] of the Congregation” (1QS 6.11-12).10 

The job of the mevaker in the Qumran community was to serve as an administrator of 
the religious meetings. Peter T. O’Brien comments, “Although not a priest, he knew the law 
and was responsible for all decisions about ‘the camp’ and the full members. He controlled 
the community’s welfare funds.”11 On a much larger scale, the role of an episkopos would 
ultimately become that of a bishop or superintendent: one who oversaw the functions and 
well-being of a grouping of congregations over a particular area. While the role of the 

 
8 Hawthorne, 6. 
9 LS, 301. 
10 Geza Vermes, trans., The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English (London: Penguin Books, 1997), 106. 
11 O’Brien, 47. 
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episkopos in Philippi when Paul wrote the Philippians was certainly not yet at this stage, 
Hawthorne does indicate, “the Christian church developed some sort of organizational 
structure, most likely along the lines of its Jewish counterparts. This development may have 
taken place, for reasons unknown…more rapidly in Philippi than elsewhere.”12 Contrary to 
what a few in today’s Messianic movement may believe, the role of the Second Century 
bishop originated from Judaism—as opposed to Roman religion. 

The second office that Paul mentions is diakonos or “deacon,” “one who gets someth. 
done, at the behest of a superior, assistant to someone” (BDAG).13 This is somewhat of an 
ambiguous position, as Leander E. Keck points out, “Precisely what the deacons did is not 
clear in this case.”14 The Good News Bible renders the latter half of v. 1 with “church leaders 
and helpers,” as deacons were those designated for general service and maintenance of the 
congregation. Presumably, depending on what jobs needed to be performed, this would 
range from praying for people to helping people in the local assembly who needed aid 
during the week. 

David H. Stern renders this verse with “shammashim” in his Complete Jewish Bible. In 
the ancient Jewish Synagogue, a shamash was an “attendant, servant, waiter” (Jastrow).15 EJ 
notes that “A shammash performed a number of functions varying in accordance with the 
measure of autonomy or the nature of the religious institutions he served: tax collector, 
bailiff, process server, secretary, messenger, almoner, all-around handyman, grave digger, 
or notary. He sometimes acted as shulklaper, knocking on window shutters with a mallet to 
summon Jews to prayer, to announce the arrival of the Sabbath, or waken people for pre-
dawn penitential services. By signing the minutes of the kahal or of an association he 
testified to their correctness.”16 

The functions of the Jewish shamash are exactly the same kinds of things we would 
expect to see a deacon perform, albeit on a more communal scale. A deacon functioned as 
one of the custodians of the local congregation, and today in some Protestant denominations 
serves as an intermediary between the laity and the clergy, keeping the pastor accountable 
for the flock. The role of a proper deacon for sectors of the First Century ekklēsia is 
elaborated on more fully in the Pastoral Epistles, in which some organizational issues 
needed to be addressed, but in Paul’s letter to the Philippians it is only acknowledged as 
having been a role where his audience had people serving the Lord. 

 
12 Hawthorne, 8. 
13 Frederick William Danker, ed., et. al., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early 

Christian Literature, third edition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 230. 
14 Keck, in The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the Bible, 847. 
15 Marcus Jastrow, Dictionary of the Targumim, Talmud Bavli, Talmud Yerushalmi, and Midrashic Literature 

(New York: Judaica Treasury, 2004), 1602. 
16 Isaac Levitats, “Shammash,” in Enyclopaedia Judaica. MS Windows 9x. Brooklyn: Judaica Multimedia 

(Israel) Ltd, 1997. 
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There is not a great amount of evidence in v. 1 that a major hierarchy existed in 
Philippi that we see emerging later in the Christian Church of the Second Century. 
However, we undeniably see that the Philippian congregation had developed and was 
mature enough to have certain designated “officers” of their assembly, which may have 
included others in the surrounding region. Some of the Believers in Philippi were assigned 
particular functions, and a form of organized leadership did exist. 

It is, of course, interesting to note that the underlying Greek terms employed in v. 1, 
episkopois kai diakonois, do describe some major Christian denominations today. Each one 
has developed its own sense of church government, stemming from the mid-First Century 
and ultimately the Jewish Synagogue. As the Messianic movement grows and matures, we 
will undoubtedly have to understand varied forms of congregational administration. 
Fortunately, we have the example of many centuries of Jewish and Christian history to turn 
to and consider when the day comes for us to consider the best way to organize ourselves, in 
order to be best accountable to one another as congregations and groups of congregations (if 
this is something that the Lord truly wants). 

1:2 In v. 2, the Apostle Paul issues a greeting standard among Jews of the First Century. 
He writes, as the CJB renders it, “Grace to you and shalom from God our Father and the Lord 
Yeshua the Messiah.” It is not only important that Paul extends “grace and peace” to the 
Philippians—but that he also tells them the Source of this grace and peace. The grace and 
peace that Paul desires the Philippians to have in their lives comes only to those who have 
placed their trust in Yeshua the Messiah, and have Him as the focus of their lives. 

Paul’s usage of the Greek eirēnē for “peace” is profoundly affected by the Hebraic 
meaning of shalom, “completeness, soundness, welfare, peace” (BDB).17 The secular meaning 
of eirēnē is most often considered by expositors to be the absence of war, and while Paul 
certainly does not want the Philippians fighting among themselves, he sees “peace” as 
involving much more than this. Notably, shalom includes the implied directive of living 
righteously: 

 
“If only you had paid attention to My commandments! Then your well-being [shalom] 
would have been like a river, and your righteousness like the waves of the sea” (Isaiah 
48:18). 
 
“Lovingkindness and truth have met together; righteousness and peace have kissed 
each other” (Psalm 85:10). 
 
Homer A. Kent, Jr. summarizes Paul’s remarks in v. 2, explaining, “The familiar 

blessing, ‘grace and peace,’ combines Greek and Hebrew expressions…God’s ‘grace’ is his 
favor, needed by men in countless ways and bestowed without regard to merit. ‘Peace’ is 
here not a reference to the cessation of hostilities between sinners and God…but to the inner 

 
17 BDB, 1022. 
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assurance and tranquility that God ministers to the hearts of believers and that keeps them 
spiritually confident even in the midst of turmoil.”18  

Paul desires God’s shalom to establish and permeate the Philippians’ relationships with 
one another and with Him. This peace has come as a result of His grace bestowed upon 
them, manifested in the Person of Yeshua the Messiah and His sacrificial work. 
 

 
3 I thank my God in all my remembrance of you, 4 always offering prayer with 
joy in my every prayer for you all, 5 in view of your participation in the gospel 
from the first day until now. 
 
1:3 Vs. 3-11 open with a prayer of thanksgiving from Paul concerning the Philippians, a 

practice that is typical to the Pauline Epistles. Some theologians argue that in doing this 
early in his letter, Paul is employing Hellenistic rules of rhetoric in his writing to the 
Philippians. He may or may not be, but if he does, then this method of approach is quite 
embedded with Biblical concepts. A few have even suggested that these opening remarks 
parallel 2 Maccabees 1:10-13: 

“Those in Jerusalem and those in Judea and the senate and Judas, to Aristobulus, who is 
of the family of the anointed priests, teacher of Ptolemy the king, and to the Jews in Egypt, 
Greeting, and good health. Having been saved by God out of grave dangers we thank him 
greatly for taking our side against the king. For he drove out those who fought against the 
holy city. For when the leader reached Persia with a force that seemed irresistible, they 
were cut to pieces in the temple of Nanea by a deception employed by the priests of Nanea.” 

If Paul is employing some techniques of Greco-Roman rhetoric or persuasive speech, 
he could have learned them from his training in the Rabbinical school of Gamaliel (cf. 
b.Sotah 9b). These would have been skills paralleled in some of the Hellenistic Jewish 
literature in the Apocrypha. Hawthorne points out, “Paul…seems consciously to be 
following the Hellenistic letter-writing conventions of his day—conventions that he 
developed and enriched, to be sure, from the piety and liturgy of Judaism…and his 
own…ideas and practices.”19 Paul’s usage of a writing style consistent with that of his largely 
Greek and Roman Philippian audience only reinforces the fact that he took a great care for 
their needs and what they expected of an able spiritual leader. It also reinforces the fact that 
as a “slave” (v. 1) of the Messiah that he has very valued skills. 

Paul extending joy is a theme seen throughout the beginning of most of his letters.20 He 
tells the Philippians, “I thank my God every time I remember you, constantly praying with 
joy in every one of my prayers for all of you” (NRSV). Regardless of the circumstances in 

 
18 Kent, in EXP, 11:104. 
19 Hawthorne, pp 14-15. 
20 Romans 1:8; 1 Corinthians 1:4; Colossians 1:3; 1 Thessalonians 1:2; 2 Thessalonians 1:3; 2 Timothy 1:3; 

Philemon 4. 
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which Paul finds himself, he can always think of his Philippian friends with a great amount 
of affection, and not only for the joy that they have brought him being his friends—but for 
the joy of seeing them grow and mature in Messiah Yeshua. Robert P. Lightner makes the 
pertinent remark, “Coming from a prisoner, this is especially significant. It was with joy 
that the apostle besought God on their behalf. Paul’s hardships made him better, not 
bitter.”21 

While joy (Heb. simchah; Grk. chara) is a theme seen all throughout the Scriptures, 
commentators are keen to note that Paul’s references throughout Philippians betray a 
strong influence from the Book of Psalms, beginning with v. 3. When Paul says “I thank my 
God whenever I think of you” (NEB), this bears a strong resemblance to cries made to God 
seen throughout Psalms. Fee points out, “The expression has its roots in the OT, especially 
the Psalter, where ‘the God of our fathers’ is addressed over and again as ‘the Lord, my 
God.’”22 During his times of prayer, it brings joy to Paul’s heart to consider the Philippians 
before God—just as the Psalmist would implore God for His favor and support. 

1:4 A few expositors have considered Paul’s specific reference to prayer in v. 4 (Grk. 
deēsis) as not just being to “prayer” in general, but actually set times of prayer common to 
the Judaism of his day derived from various Tanach passages.23 These times of prayer 
continue to remain common in Judaism today, and many Messianics likewise have derived 
benefit from them. We would probably also be surprised if we closely examined various 
Christian traditions which likewise include set times for prayer throughout the day. 
Certainly, we can gain understanding from all of these things if we are looking to make our 
prayer life more disciplined and structured. Paul did not have a great deal to do in his 
confinement except to talk with other prisoners, the prison administration, and any visitors 
who might stop by. Without a doubt, he looked forward to the set times of prayer when he 
could take the time to commune with the Lord. 

Of course, many of us who have tried to commit ourselves to a strict regimen of prayer 
have often failed to keep our schedule. Please keep in mind that Paul would want us to 
always pray. Luke writes that Yeshua “was telling them a parable to show that at all times 
they ought to pray and not to lose heart” (Luke 19:1). Regardless of whether or not we are 
able to keep traditional, set times of prayer, we should always have an ongoing conversation 
with our Loving Creator throughout the day. 

1:5 In v. 5 Paul expresses that he is “thankful for your partnership in the gospel from 
the first day until now” (RSV). He expresses thankfulness to the Philippians for their 
“fellowship” (KJV) or “sharing” (NRSV) in the gospel message of Yeshua. The Greek term 

 
21 Robert P. Lightner, “Philippians,” in John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck, eds., The Bible Knowledge 

Commentary: New Testament (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1983), 649. 
22 Fee, 77. 
23 1 Chronicles 23:30; Ezra 9:5; Daniel 6:10; Psalm 5:3; 9:5; cf. m.Berachot 4:1. 



PHILIPPIANS 1 

- 37 - 

koinōnia can mean “‘participation,’ ‘impartation,’ or ‘fellowship’” (TDNT),24 and in the 
Apostolic Scriptures relates to the total experience of one’s identification with Yeshua and 
fellow Believers. “Fellowship with Christ…means living, suffering, dying, inheriting, and 
reigning with him” (TDNT),25 and these are likely all the ideas that Paul has in mind when 
he speaks of the Philippians’ participation with him—telling them this from his 
incarceration. Surely, when we consider our own participation in the good news today—
whether as individual or collective Believers—do we think of any of these things? 

Paul’s idea of fellowship with the Philippians may have more in mind than he and this 
assembly sharing in the experience—both the ups and the downs—of believing in Yeshua. 
Keck points out, “In Greek as in English it connotes both fellowship and financial sharing in 
a business enterprise.”26 We do know that the Philippians did contribute considerably to 
Paul’s ministry projects, as he says “from the first day until now.” This is a reference that 
Paul makes all the way back to the beginning of the Philippian assembly during his first visit 
to Philippi in Acts 16. It is a textual indicator that Acts 16:6-40 is important background 
information for us to now understand his letter to the Philippians. As Maxie D. Dunnam 
describes it, 

“After he told them the story of Jesus, one of the women, Lydia, opened her heart to the 
Lord. On ‘the first day’ he cast an evil spirit out of a slave girl, and her owners were incensed 
to the point of having Paul flogged and imprisoned. But on ‘the first day’ God worked 
miraculously again and the jailor was converted, then his family, and the Christian 
community grew in Philippi.”27 

Writing this letter to the Philippians, Paul is overcome with a deep sense of joy and 
satisfaction that they have stuck with him in the work of the good news. Despite all of the 
traumatic events that he has faced, he recognizes the perseverance of the Philippians, and 
tells them how much they mean to him. Will any of us be able to do the same of a particular 
group—or even person—one day? In today’s emerging Messianic movement—which still 
requires a great deal of maturation and development—will any of us look back thirty or fifty 
years from now and be able to write a letter of thankfulness to the people who have become 
like family to us and supported us in good times and bad? Paul was able to do so a mere ten 
to twelve years after he had met the Philippians. 
 
 
 

 

 
24 F. Hauck, “companion, participant,” in Geoffrey W. Bromiley, ed., Theological Dictionary of the New 

Testament, abridged (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), 448. 
25 Ibid., 449. 
26 Keck, in The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the Bible, 847. 
27 Dunnam, 256. 
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6 For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will 
perfect it until the day of Messiah Yeshua. 7 For it is only right for me to feel this 
way about you all, because I have you in my heart, since both in my 
imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel, you all are 
partakers of grace with me. 
 
1:6 Paul continues his compliments of the Philippians in vs. 6-7, telling them that he is 

“confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until 
the day of Christ Jesus” (NIV). Interestingly, Paul focuses more on the work of the gospel in 
the life of the Philippians in the setting where God has them—and is much more concerned 
about them—than he is about himself and the work of the gospel where he is in Rome. Paul 
greatly anticipates the day when the Philippians’ salvation will be fully consummated. He 
will take joy in being able to see the rewards the Philippians will receive for their 
faithfulness to God and their generosity toward him. Also most imperative to be considered 
is how the Philippians’ participation, in the gospel and ministry work, is something that will 
continue on long after they have passed away. Anyone who reads the Epistle to the 
Philippians, and takes spiritual instruction from the original letter that Paul wrote to them, 
can surely be considered a part of the “good work” that will only be completed at the return 
of Yeshua the Messiah. 

Making mention of “the day of Messiah Yeshua,” the salvation of the Philippians—just 
like the salvation of any Believer—will only culminate with the return of the Lord to 
establish His Kingdom on Earth (1 Corinthians 3:10-15; 1 Thessalonians 5:15-18). Detectable 
from v. 6 is likely also a theme of realized eschatology in the life of a Believer. In this, we 
understand that what the redeemed do here on Earth does have remuneration in eternity—
but they also get to experience some of that remuneration right now on Earth. Paul 
experienced some of the reward of being in Yeshua’s service by partaking of great joy in his 
imprisonment, by getting to see the Philippians maturing into the men and women of God 
whom he was able to nurture them to become. Fee remarks, balancing these concepts for us, 

“Believers in Christ are people of the future, a sure future that has already begun in the 
present. They are ‘citizens of heaven’ (3:20), who live the life of heaven, the life of the 
future, in the present in whatever circumstances they find themselves.”28 

While each of us as Believers progresses toward the future, we should get to experience 
some of that future in our current lives here on Earth. As the Philippians were being 
perfected by the work of God in their lives, they no doubt had certain supernatural 
experiences where they got a foretaste of the great things that He had in store for them. Do 
we get to experience these same things in our lives today? As partakers in the gospel, do we 
realize that salvation is something that we should see every day in experiencing the power 
of God when we encounter dire circumstances? Paul certainly needed that power as he 
wrote the Philippians from his incarceration. 

 
28 Fee, 88. 
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1:7 The work of the Holy Spirit had to be so overwhelming to Paul for him to compose 
his compliment in v. 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” (ESV). The Philippians had become one with Paul, 
even during his imprisonment—strengthening their bond of friendship and comradeship in 
the gospel. 

Paul makes the important point to say, “you have a special place in my heart” (NLT). 
These were no light words for him to tell the Philippians, given the extreme significance of 
the term “heart” in either Greek or Hebrew. Soley in a Greek context, kardia was “the seat of 
the emotions” or “the seat of thought” (TDNT).29 In a Biblical context, it often relates to “the 
seat of feelings, desires, and passions,” “the seat of the will,” and “the religious center to 
which God turns” (TDNT).30 This is one way of looking at how special the Philippians were 
to Paul. Whenever Paul prayed to the Lord—in whatever circumstances—he tells them that 
he remembers them fondly and wishes God’s best upon them. 

The underlying Hebrew meaning of lev seen throughout the Tanach is not that 
dissimilar from the Greek kardia. “[I]n its abstract meanings, ‘heart’ became the richest 
biblical term for the totality of man’s inner or immaterial nature. In biblical literature it is 
the most frequently used term for man’s immaterial personality as well as the most 
inclusive term for them since, in the Bible, virtually every immaterial function of man is 
attributed to the ‘heart’” (TWOT).31 Understanding this only reemphasizes the fact that Paul 
has strong, affectionate feelings toward the Philippians. 

Paul expresses these deep emotions toward the Philippians in what all expositors will 
agree is a very difficult and complicated state. However, there is no agreement on whether 
to render v. 7 with “imprisonment” (NASU) or “chains” (NIV). The Greek desmos means 
“collectively, bonds, imprisonment” (LS),32 so either is technically valid. A proper rendering 
requires that we consider where Paul was when his letter to the Philippians was composed. 
Was he in chains, or simply detained somewhere? Acts 28:30 indicates that Paul was able to 
live in “his own rented house” (NIV) for a period of two years. If Paul had been transferred 
to another location in Rome, then he could have been chained somewhere immediately 
before appearing to Caesar. It is not impossible that Paul was in a prison facility somewhere 
in Rome. O’Brien observes, “it is likely that Paul is alluding to his imminent appearance in 
court before the Roman authorities.”33 

If this is Paul’s condition, it makes the latter half of v. 7 all the more important for us to 
understand. He tells the Philippians, “you are all partners with me in grace, both in my 

 
29 J. Behm, “kardía,” in TDNT, 415. 
30 Ibid., 416. 
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imprisonment and in the defense and establishment of the gospel” (HCSB). The term used to 
describe the concept of being “partakers” is sugkoinōnos, simply meaning, “participant, 
partner” (BDAG).34 Paul indicates that the Philippians somehow share in all of his 
experiences with him—including his sufferings. Ralph P. Martin explains, “The church at 
Philippi is suffering with him by entering into the afflictions of his apostolate…It is doing 
this by the gifts and prayers of the members, and by their unswerving devotion to Christ in 
the face of common adversaries.”35 

More than a few theologians have tried to extend this and suggest that many of the 
Philippians were in prison themselves, but this is unnecessary. O’Brien points out, “this 
view has rightly been rejected by NT exegetes. The imprisonment is Paul’s…not the 
Philippians.’”36 The Philippians were likely enduring some trials and difficulties in the work 
that God had for them, but they were not enduring the same trial that Paul was facing at the 
time he wrote them. But this does not mean that the Philippians could not, or would not, 
endure future persecution—or that their challenges were any less important than Paul’s. 
Both Paul and the Philippians, as Believers in Yeshua united around Him as their hope, 
suffered together in whatever difficulty they faced—even if they faced it in different parts 
of the Roman world. 

Surely, as Believers in the Twenty-First Century, are we not united to others by the 
trials we face? Are we as Messianic Believers not united to others—whether we want to 
admit it or not—who have made a proclamation of faith in Yeshua and endure persecution, 
imprisonment, and death for Him? Are we not all participating in this thing called “faith” 
with a great many others both in our local communities and worldwide? 

Paul is joined to the Philippians not only because of a strong spiritual bond, but also 
because of the fact that they have blessed Him. Hawthorne notes, “Here ‘grace’ refers to 
Paul’s apostolic commission to preach the gospel handed him by God…and in which the 
Philippians have shared by making it financially possible for him to carry out this work of 
evangelism.”37 Certainly, it is valid to ask whether or not Paul would have shared these same 
affections for the Philippians if they had not been constant contributors to his ministry 
work. If all the Philippians had sent him were regular letters of friendship—would he have 
been as eager to write them back? If Paul’s claim to be full of God’s grace and peace is indeed 
a true statement, then he should have written them back regardless of whether or not the 
Philippians sent him a single penny. 

This is a challenge for many in ministry today. Whereas the call upon any pastor, 
minister, rabbi, or teacher is to treat all people in the assembly as equal—regardless of 
offerings or special contributions (or even sales)—the human tendency is to focus on these 
things and pay special attention to those who write “the big checks.” But this is not the 
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example that Paul gives us in Philippians. While he is rightfully very thankful that the 
Philippians have been such consistent supporters of his efforts, his relationship with them 
is not based on money. His relationship with them is based on his shared spiritual 
experience with them, going all the way back to his first visit to Philippi some ten to twelve 
years earlier. 
 

 
8 For God is my witness, how I long for you all with the affection of Messiah 
Yeshua. 9 And this I pray, that your love may abound still more and more in real 
knowledge and all discernment, 10 so that you may approve the things that are 
excellent, in order to be sincere and blameless until the day of Messiah; 11 having 
been filled with the fruit of righteousness which comes through Yeshua the 
Messiah, to the glory and praise of God. 
 
1:8 Vs. 8-11 conclude Paul’s salutatory remarks to the Philippians. He implores Divine 

favor upon his words to them thusfar, declaring “God can testify how I long for all of you 
with the affection of Christ Jesus” (NIV). A very interesting term is used to describe the 
“affection,” “compassion” (NRSV), or “bowels” (KJV) that Paul claims he has toward the 
Philippians—the same kind of feelings that Yeshua Himself would presumably have for 
them. Splagchnon means “the inward parts, esp. the viscera thoracis, i.e. heart, lungs, liver, 
kidneys, which in sacrifices were reserved to be eaten by the sacrificers” (LS).38 At the very 
least, this expresses the strong, internal feelings that Paul has for the Philippians when he 
thinks about them. 

This is an important remark made by Paul because he yearns or longs for the 
Philippians when he thinks about them. He gets “butterflies” in his stomach—as it were—
when he reflects on the good relationship that he has with them. Is it valid for us to ask 
which groups churn his stomach when he thinks about them? This is an important textual 
indicator that God can use the physical reaction of our various body parts to communicate 
something good or bad to someone. Have you ever had a sharp headache around certain 
people? Have you ever had a sharp stomach ache? Have you ever had a light stomach? 
Experience may teach you that the Lord may be trying to get your attention with a 
particular person and/or situation via a certain physical reaction—and frequently these are 
not good. I remember how my vocation of ministry professor at Asbury Theological 
Seminary, Dr. Burrell Dinkins, did indeed tell our class how we ought to all develop what he 
called a “belly-button theology.” Physical reactions to situations, good or bad, need to be paid 
attention to! 

1:9 Paul’s positive, internal feelings for the Philippians are embodied in his words, “this 
is my prayer, that your love may grow even richer and richer in knowledge and insight of 
every kind, and may thus bring you the gift of true discrimination” (NEB). The ability to be 
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