
Reflective Worship – Sunday 4th October 
 
Paul’s Letter to the Philippians 
 
Introduction 
 
Over the next few reflective worship services we will be taking a look at one of the 
churches that the apostle Paul founded and in particular the letter of 
encouragement and joy that he wrote to the church there. The Church was in 
Philippi, and the letter is of course the letter to the Philippians. 
 
Today we will begin with just a little background, and then look at how Paul started 
the letter. The letter is divided in our Bibles into 4 chapters, and we will take a look 
at each chapter in turn over the next few months. Please, though, read the letter 
through as a complete piece before then. Indeed, it will be worth reading it several 
times, perhaps using different translations which each give a slightly different 
interpretation of what Paul was saying. 
 
Philippi – a city in Northern Greece; a Roman colony in the time of Paul; loyal to 
Rome; ruled by Roman settlers. It’s possible that Luke (the gospel writer who also 
wrote the Acts of the apostles) was from Philippi. It was a medical centre. It was also 
place where women could hold high status in public life and the business and 
commercial worlds. 
 
The story of Paul’s visit to Philippi when he preached the gospel and founded the 
church can be found in Acts 16. Paul and his companions (Silas and Timothy) were in 
modern day Turkey and expected to continue their journeys and preaching there, 
but we read that they were prevented (we don’t know exactly what or who 
prevented them). Paul then had a vision of a man from Greece beckoning them 
across to preach there. SO they went to Philippi. 
 
We read of three things that happened in Philippi. First we hear about Lydia – an 
influential and rich businesswoman – who became a Christian; then we hear of a 
slave girl who had some gift of fortune telling and by using it earned her owners 
much money. She recognised the truth of what Paul was saying, and he silenced the 
spirit within her. This annoyed her owners who had Paul and Silas thrown into 
prison.  
 
The next we read is of the earthquake which caused all the prison doors to open; 
the jailer who was about to kill himself in fear that all the prisoners had escaped and 
then Paul preaching to him – with the result that he and his family were baptised. 
That’s all we read. There were presumably others who responded, but these few 



stories give us a flavour of the breadth of the church there. Paul left Philippi with its 
young but enthusiastic church – the first church in Europe – and trusted them to 
God. 
 
And the letter comes a few years later. Paul is in prison probably in Ephesus. The 
Philippian Church send Epaphroditus with a gift for him – he would have had to 
provide for himself while in prison – and Paul writes to them to thank them and 
encourage them. It is a very positive and encouraging letter. A joyful letter even. 
Different from others that Paul wrote in that there doesn’t appear to be any major 
issue in the Church in Philippi. It’s a letter that shows his love for them. But also a 
letter in which Paul reveals much about himself and his own struggles. It’s a letter 
with messages very personal to the Philippians, but also with truths and messages 
that transcend the years and centuries to us today. 
 
 
Philippians 1:1-2 
 
Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, 
To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, with the bishops and deacons: 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
Paul begins the letter with a standard greeting. It’s clear from this that Timothy is 
with him in Ephesus – and Timothy was of course known to the Church in Philippi. 
When I think of Paul I often have in mind a charismatic leader used to being in 
charge and doing things in his own way and on his own, but that isn’t the picture 
that comes from scripture. In the Acts of the Apostles and from his letters we see 
that he always worked as part of a team. Barnabas, Silas, Timothy, Luke and many 
more worked with him. A good model for us to follow. 
 
And he writes to the saints in Philippi. Saints – a word used many times in the Bible 
for all Christians, all believers. Not super holy people, but all who believed. Ordinary 
people like you and me. And it’s interesting to see what Paul writes about the 
church in this brief greeting. He refers to bishops and deacons. Bishops probably 
means simply leaders or overseers rather than the mitre clad image that could well 
come into our minds, deacons would mean those who served. The church in Philippi 
had clearly grown in numbers. We don’t know how long Paul stayed with them in 
those early days, nor what size the church was when he left, but we can assume it 
had continued to grow. Paul had instilled a culture of growth. This Christian message 
is one to be shared and proclaimed. In Philippi, but also in Shirley. 
 
 
 



Philippians 1:3-11 
 
I thank my God every time I remember you, constantly praying with joy in every one 
of my prayers for all of you, because of your sharing in the gospel from the first day 
until now. I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you 
will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ. It is right for me to think this 
way about all of you, because you hold me in your heart, for all of you share in God’s 
grace with me, both in my imprisonment and in the defence and confirmation of the 
gospel. For God is my witness, how I long for all of you with the compassion of Christ 
Jesus. And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more and more with 
knowledge and full insight to help you to determine what is best, so that on the day 
of Christ you may be pure and blameless, having produced the harvest of 
righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God. 
 
He then moves to thanksgiving. Thanking God for the Christians in Philippi. Which in 
turn leads to prayer. And joyful constant prayer at that. Joyful because of what he 
had heard about the church. Their faith, their desire to share the gospel and their 
love for him.  
 
And his prayer for them was that their love would overflow. Love not as an end in 
itself, but as a means to greater knowledge and insight, and as a spur to lead pure 
and blameless lives. He was concerned about how they lived, how their lives 
reflected the faith that they proclaimed. He was concerned that they would know 
how to respond to the issues of the day – and perhaps that’s the kind of prayer we 
could do with today.  That our love would overflow into insight and knowledge and 
wisdom in practical living. That all we are and all we do would reflect God’s love. 
 
 
Philippians 1:12-14 
 
I want you to know, beloved, that what has happened to me has actually helped to 
spread the gospel, so that it has become known throughout the whole imperial 
guard and to everyone else that my imprisonment is for Christ; and most of the 
brothers and sisters, having been made confident in the Lord by my imprisonment, 
dare to speak the word with greater boldness and without fear. 
 
He moves on to tackling an issue that may have been raised by the church in 
Philippi. Perhaps they were concerned that his imprisonment was a defeat, that 
somehow it meant that all was lost, that the spread of the gospel was being held 
back by it. But Paul refutes this. Indeed, he says, what has happened has actually 
resulted in the further spread of the gospel – and in two ways. First in the direct 
witness to the Imperial Guard – presumably Paul himself speaking of his faith and of 



the challenges of the gospel. And second, because of the encouragement this was to 
other Christians.  
 
Maybe – even though we are in much more comfortable situations that Paul - we 
feel daunted by the thought of talking about what we believe. Perhaps we could be 
encouraged by stories of those who do feel able to witness to their faith. Hearing of 
others’ courage and determination could help spur us on, just as it did for those 
Christians in Ephesus that Paul is thinking about here. 
 
 
Philippians 1:15-18 
 
Some proclaim Christ from envy and rivalry, but others from goodwill. These 
proclaim Christ out of love, knowing that I have been put here for the defence of the 
gospel; the others proclaim Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely but intending 
to increase my suffering in my imprisonment. What does it matter? Just this, that 
Christ is proclaimed in every way, whether out of false motives or true; and in that I 
rejoice. 
 
Paul then talks of the motives that different people have for proclaiming the gospel 
truth. Some from goodwill and true faith and love, others from envy or selfish 
ambition. Some he says are even talking about the Christian faith because they think 
that in doing so they might make things harder for Paul in prison. Amazingly Paul 
shows no bitterness to this. His only desire is that the message be proclaimed. The 
important thing is that people hear about Jesus Christ.  
 
And today, perhaps we can’t always work to the agenda we want. Maybe we have 
to defend the Christian message against misinterpretation or misunderstanding. In 
these situations the important thing according to Paul is that the faith is being 
spoken about. In the strange times in which we have been living there has been 
much negative press about the church – people saying church buildings should not 
have closed during the lockdown, and that our church leaders have complied too 
easily with the Government’s wishes. We should not be downhearted at these 
negative views, but pleased that it gets people talking about what the Christian faith 
is really all about. 
 
Philippians 1:19-26 
 
Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, for I know that through your prayers and the help 
of the Spirit of Jesus Christ this will result in my deliverance. It is my eager 
expectation and hope that I will not be put to shame in any way, but that by my 
speaking with all boldness, Christ will be exalted now as always in my body, whether 



by life or by death. For to me, living is Christ and dying is gain. If I am to live in the 
flesh, that means fruitful labour for me; and I do not know which I prefer. I am hard 
pressed between the two: my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far 
better; but to remain in the flesh is more necessary for you. Since I am convinced of 
this, I know that I will remain and continue with all of you for your progress and joy 
in faith, so that I may share abundantly in your boasting in Christ Jesus when I come 
to you again. 
 
No doubt Paul recognised the seriousness of his position in prison. Perhaps he had 
thought long and hard about how his imprisonment might end with his death. In the 
next part of the letter he reflects on this and talks about his desires for himself. He 
comes up with the amazing phrase  
 

for me to live is Christ, to die is gain. 
 
Death is very much a taboo subject today. Very few people talk about what they 
think of death – either their own death or how they would cope with the death of a 
loved one. For Paul death held no fears. His wish was to be with the Lord – he was 
certain of what would happen when he died, and this was something not to be 
feared but to be anticipated with joy and celebrated. And yet his overwhelming 
desire was the spread of the gospel and we can see how he was caught in two 
minds. For himself death was his ultimate wish – to be with Christ. But for others – 
the church in Philippi for example – he saw that his remaining in the flesh would be 
a greater benefit. And this leads him to trusting that he would remain alive, and we 
see him anticipating another visit to Philippi to encourage the church there.  
 
For Paul life had not been an easy ride. Reading through Acts we hear of opposition 
and physical attacks. In his second letter to the Corinthians he thinks a lot about the 
sufferings he had been through – he talks of being afflicted, perplexed, persecuted, 
struck down. He says things were so bad he sometimes despaired of life itself. We 
can perhaps see how he reached that conclusion – to live is Christ, to die is gain. But 
for each of us death is something we cannot avoid and we would do well to think 
and talk about it with those closest to us. 
 
 
Philippians 1:27-30 
 
Only, live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that, whether I 
come and see you or am absent and hear about you, I will know that you are 
standing firm in one spirit, striving side by side with one mind for the faith of the 
gospel, and are in no way intimidated by your opponents. For them this is evidence 
of their destruction, but of your salvation. And this is God’s doing. For he has 



graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of suffering 
for him as well—since you are having the same struggle that you saw I had and now 
hear that I still have. 
 
 
And these thoughts of the sufferings he had been through lead Paul to reflect on 
what is happening to the church in Philippi. He talks of the opposition they were 
facing – we don’t know the details of this, but we can imagine how hard it was for 
them standing up for the Christian truths in a world with very different standards 
and ethics. They were seeking to live with Christ as their Lord in a culture that 
recognised Caesar as Lord. With that in mind we can begin to see how hard it was 
for them. 
 
Paul says the important thing is that their lives reflect their beliefs. He urges them 
not to fall into the temptation of trying to cut themselves off from the world – their 
calling as Christians was to live in the world but to live as followers of Christ. The 
same applies to us today. The standards and ethics of the world in which we live are 
far from those taught by Jesus. It’s all too easy to be shaped into the world’s mould 
when our calling is to challenge it. I was reading just today of the turnaround that 
happened when the Christian faith became the established religion of the Roman 
empire in 313AD. Suddenly it became much harder to challenge the norms of 
society; much harder to apply the teachings of, for example, the sermon on the 
mount to everyday life. This is the situation we are still in. Somehow we have to 
move ourselves back to the margins to live fully Christ like lives. 
 
Paul will talk further about this – how to live distinctive Christian lives in a world that 
doesn’t hold to those ideals – later in the letter. But it with those thoughts that the 
first chapter ends. 
 
So some thoughts to carry with us today. 
 
Thanksgiving; prayer; witness; our deaths and our lives. In just a few short verses 
Paul has covered an immense amount. Well worth pondering and re-reading as we 
work out what all this might mean for us in Shirley today. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Themes in Philippians 1 

 
Which of the themes are you most comfortable with? Which do you find most 
challenging? 
 
How can you share your experience of the one you’re most comfortable with, with 
another church member? 
 
What is the next (maybe first!) step you can take to address the one you find most 
challenging? 
 

 
Theme What I’m going to do….. 

Being part of a small group of 
Christians who help and support each 
other. 

 
 
 

Being thankful, leading to joyful and 
constant prayer. 
 

 
 
 

Reflecting God’s love in all that we 
are and all that we do. Living in Jesus’ 
way in 21st century culture. 

 
 
 

Sharing and proclaiming the Christian 
message of God’s love, welcome and 
mercy. 

 
 
 

Our own death – and our confidence 
that we will go to be with Jesus 
Christ. 

 
 
 

 
If you have time (or later at home) you could maybe try deciding on ‘next steps’ for 
the other themes too. 
 


