
PHILIPPIANS  
and  

PHILEMON



BELIEF
A Theological Commentary  

on the Bible

general editors

Amy Plantinga Pauw
William C. Placher†



PHILIPPIANS  
and  

PHILEMON
DANIEL L. MIGLIORE



© 2014 Daniel L. Migliore

First edition 
Published by Westminster John Knox Press 

Louisville, Kentucky

14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23—10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form  
or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording,  
or by any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing  

from the publisher. For information, address Westminster John Knox Press,  
100 Witherspoon Street, Louisville, Kentucky 40202-1396.  

Or contact us online at www.wjkbooks.com.

Scripture quotations from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible are copyright © 1989 by 
the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A. 
and are used by permission. Scripture quotations marked RSV are from the Revised Standard Ver-
sion of the Bible, copyright © 1946, 1952, 1971, and 1973 by the Division of Christian Education  

of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A., and are used by permission.

Book design by Drew Stevens 
Cover design by Lisa Buckley 

Cover illustration:  © David Chapman/Design Pics/Corbis 
 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Migliore, Daniel L., 1935-
  Philippians and Philemon / Daniel L. Migliore. -- First edition.
       pages cm. --  (Belief: a theological commentary on the Bible)
  Includes bibliographical references and index.
  ISBN 978-0-664-23263-4 (hardcover : alk. paper) — ISBN 978-0-664-26012-5 (pbk. : alk. paper)
1.  Bible. Philippians--Commentaries. 2.  Bible. Philemon--Commentaries.  I. Title.
  BS2705.53.M54 2014
  227'.607--dc23

2013049522

∞ The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements  
of the American National Standard for Information Sciences— 

Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI Z39.48-1992.



It is not abstract argument, but example 
that gives [the church’s] word emphasis and power.

DIETRICH BONHOEFFER,
Letters and Papers from Prison
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Publisher’s Note

William C. Placher worked with Amy Plantinga Pauw as a general 
editor for this series until his untimely death in November 2008. Bill 
brought great energy and vision to the series, and was instrumental 
in defining and articulating its distinctive approach and in securing 
theologians to write for it. Bill’s own commentary for the series was 
the last thing he wrote, and Westminster John Knox Press dedicates 
the entire series to his memory with affection and gratitude.

William C. Placher, LaFollette Distinguished Professor in Humani-
ties at Wabash College, spent thirty-four years as one of Wabash 
College’s most popular teachers. A summa cum laude graduate of 
Wabash in 1970, he earned his master’s degree in philosophy in 
1974 and his PhD in 1975, both from Yale University. In 2002 the 
American Academy of Religion honored him with the Excellence 
in Teaching Award. Placher was also the author of thirteen books, 
including A History of Christian Theology, The Triune God, The Domes-
tication of Transcendence, Jesus the Savior, Narratives of a Vulnerable 
God, and Unapologetic Theology. He also edited the volume Essentials 
of Christian Theology, which was named as one of 2004’s most out-
standing books by both The Christian Century and Christianity Today 
magazines.
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Series Introduction

Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible is a series from West-
minster John Knox Press featuring biblical commentaries written 
by theologians. The writers of this series share Karl Barth’s concern 
that, insofar as their usefulness to pastors goes, most modern com-
mentaries are “no commentary at all, but merely the first step toward 
a commentary.” Historical-critical approaches to Scripture rule out 
some readings and commend others, but such methods only begin 
to help theological reflection and the preaching of the Word. By 
themselves, they do not convey the powerful sense of God’s merci-
ful presence that calls Christians to repentance and praise; they do 
not bring the church fully forward in the life of discipleship. It is to 
such tasks that theologians are called. 

For several generations, however, professional theologians in 
North America and Europe have not been writing commentaries 
on the Christian Scriptures. The specialization of professional dis-
ciplines and the expectations of theological academies about the 
kind of writing that theologians should do, as well as many of the 
directions in which contemporary theology itself has gone, have 
contributed to this dearth of theological commentaries. This is 
a relatively new phenomenon; until the last century or two, the 
church’s great theologians also routinely saw themselves as bibli-
cal interpreters. The gap between the fields is a loss for both the 
church and the discipline of theology itself. By inviting forty con-
temporary theologians to wrestle deeply with particular texts of 
Scripture, the editors of this series hope not only to provide new 
theological resources for the church but also to encourage all 
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theologians to pay more attention to Scripture and the life of the 
church in their writings.

We are grateful to the Louisville Institute, which provided fund-
ing for a consultation in June 2007. We invited theologians, pastors, 
and biblical scholars to join us in a conversation about what this 
series could contribute to the life of the church. The time was pro-
vocative and the results were rich. Much of the series’ shape owes 
to the insights of these skilled and faithful interpreters, who sought 
to describe a way to write a commentary that served the theological 
needs of the church and its pastors with relevance, historical accu-
racy, and theological depth. The passion of these participants guided 
us in creating this series and lives on in the volumes.

As theologians, the authors will be interested much less in the 
matters of form, authorship, historical setting, social context, and 
philology—the very issues that are often of primary concern to criti-
cal biblical scholars. Instead, this series’ authors will seek to explain 
the theological importance of the texts for the church today, using 
biblical scholarship as needed for such explication but without  
any attempt to cover all of the topics of the usual modern biblical 
commentary. This thirty-six-volume series will provide passage-
by-passage commentary on all the books of the Protestant biblical 
canon, with more extensive attention given to passages of particular 
theological significance.

The authors’ chief dialogue will be with the church’s creeds, prac-
tices, and hymns; with the history of faithful interpretation and use 
of the Scriptures; with the categories and concepts of theology; and 
with contemporary culture in both “high” and popular forms. Each 
volume will begin with a discussion of why the church needs this 
book and why we need it now, in order to ground all of the com-
mentary in contemporary relevance. Throughout each volume, text 
boxes will highlight the voices of ancient and modern interpreters 
from the global communities of faith, and occasional essays will 
allow deeper reflection on the key theological concepts of these bib-
lical books.

The authors of this commentary series are theologians of the 
church who embrace a variety of confessional and theological per-
spectives. The group of authors assembled for this series represents 

SERIES INTRODUCTION
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more diversity of race, ethnicity, and gender than any other com-
mentary series. They approach the larger Christian tradition with a 
critical respect, seeking to reclaim its riches and at the same time to 
acknowledge its shortcomings. The authors also aim to make avail-
able to readers a wide range of contemporary theological voices 
from many parts of the world. While it does recover an older genre 
of writing, this series is not an attempt to retrieve some idealized 
past. These commentaries have learned from tradition, but they are 
most importantly commentaries for today. The authors share the 
conviction that their work will be more contemporary, more faith-
ful, and more radical, to the extent that it is more biblical, honestly 
wrestling with the texts of the Scriptures. 

William C. Placher
Amy Plantinga Pauw

SERIES INTRODUCTION





xv

Preface

When asked to write this commentary on two of the apostle Paul’s 
letters, I was delighted to accept the invitation. I began my academic 
career in the area of New Testament studies, having been persuaded 
by James I. McCord, then president of Princeton Theological Semi-
nary, to interrupt my graduate studies in systematic theology for a 
brief period to teach New Testament courses at the seminary. I took 
up the challenge and have never regretted my decision. For three 
happy years, I taught exegesis courses on the Gospels of Mark and 
Matthew, theological themes in the New Testament, and various 
courses on the history of New Testament interpretation. When I 
returned to the area of systematic theology, I did so with a lasting 
appreciation of the mutually enriching bond between biblical stud-
ies and systematic theological work. It is, of course, no accident 
that Martin Luther and John Calvin, the magisterial reformers of 
the sixteenth century, were at the same time theologians of the first 
rank and superb biblical commentators. It is also no accident that 
the theology of Karl Barth, the premier Protestant theologian of the 
twentieth century, has proved to have remarkable staying power in 
no small part because of his many close, and often provocative, read-
ings of Scripture.

Systematic theology is always in need of careful and fresh study of 
the biblical texts to free its own work from philosophical straitjackets 
and hardened orthodoxies and to keep it faithful to its task of reclaim-
ing the gospel for ever-new times and places. Similarly, biblical studies 
are in constant need of the reminder that these texts are not merely of 
historical and literary interest but are the Scriptures of a community 
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of faith that returns to these texts again and again for theological and 
spiritual sustenance and direction. John Calvin, it should be recalled, 
wrote his Institutes of the Christian Religion as a guide to the study of 
Scripture, and Karl Barth intended his multivolume Church Dogmat-
ics as a work of sustained attentiveness to the scriptural witness as liv-
ing word of God, an attentiveness necessarily incomplete and always 
subject to correction by new and better understandings of Scripture. 

As will become apparent, in the commentaries in this volume I 
am indebted to and in conversation with the work of many biblical 
scholars and theologians past and present. I have learned much about 
Pauline theology from Paul Meyer, J. Christiaan Beker, J. Louis Mar-
tyn, Richard B. Hays, Ernst Käsemann, and, of course, from Martin 
Luther, John Calvin, and Karl Barth. As helpful resources on Phi-
lippians, I would mention especially the commentaries of Markus 
Bockmuehl, Gordon Fee, Peter O’Brien, and Stephen Fowl; and on 
Philemon, the commentaries of Markus Barth and Helmut Blanke, 
Joseph Fitzmyer, Ben Witherington III, Cain Hope Felder, Douglas 
J. Moo, and John Nordling. I am grateful to C. Clifton Black, who 
read a draft of my commentary on Philemon and made helpful sug-
gestions, and to the anonymous New Testament scholar who read 
a draft of my Philippians commentary and offered good advice. 
Many thanks also to the members of adult study groups at the  
Lawrenceville Presbyterian Church, New Jersey; at the United Pres-
byterian Church of West Orange, New Jersey; and at a gathering of 
pastors in the Near East School of Theology in Beirut, Lebanon, all 
of whom patiently worked through various sections of this volume 
with me and offered lively responses and wise comments. A special 
thanks to Amy Plantinga Pauw for inviting me to contribute to the 
Belief series, and to Don McKim and Julie Tonini for their invalu-
able editorial guidance. Thanks also to Kate Skrebutenas, reference 
librarian at Princeton Theological Seminary, for her expert and 
cheerful assistance on many occasions, and to Teresa Reed, faculty 
secretary, who greatly lightened the mechanical burdens of readying 
a manuscript for publication. Finally, I want to thank my wife, Mar-
garet, for encouraging me to take on this assignment and for helping 
me in so many ways to bring it to completion. All remaining flaws, 
minor or major, are my own.

PREFACE
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Abbreviations

ACCS Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture 
ANF Ante-Nicene Fathers 
CD Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics
CNTC Calvin’s New Testament Commentaries
KJV King James Version
LCC Library of Christian Classics
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NPNF1 Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series 1 
NRSV New Revised Standard Version
RSV Revised Standard Version 
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Introduction:  
Why Philippians? Why Now?

In addition to being the preeminent missionary of the early Chris-
tian movement, the apostle Paul is one of the truly great letter writ-
ers of all time. Although each of his letters has a distinctive appeal, 
Philippians is a special favorite of many Christians. Relatively brief, 
it is pastoral, joyful, and theologically rich. Most important, it con-
tains a message that speaks powerfully to the church in every age. 

Throughout our study we should keep in mind that we are read-
ing a letter. We will no doubt recognize in it some familiar features 
of personal letters. With their direct address to their readers (who 
are often family or friends), their identifiable hand script, and their 
candid sharing of experiences, concerns, and hopes, personal letters 
perhaps come closest of all written forms of communication to face-
to-face meetings. 

The Letter to the Philippians, however, is much more than a per-
sonal letter conveying greetings and news to friends. It is primarily 
a pastoral letter from an apostle to one of the congregations he has 
founded. Although Paul does not make a point of calling himself an 
apostle in his Letter to the Philippians, as is his custom in most of 
his letters, it is clear that he writes as the spiritual leader of his read-
ers and that they acknowledge his leadership. Indeed, the exquisite 
combination of tender affection and pastoral instruction exhibited 
in this letter helps to account for its wide appeal. 

Even compared with other literary forms in the Bible, Paul’s let-
ters stand out as a distinctive form of communication. We will be 
disappointed if we expect them to read like Gospel narratives that 
recount the many things that Jesus taught and did and that describe 
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in some detail the events surrounding his arrest, crucifixion, and res-
urrection. We will also be disappointed if we look in Paul’s letters for 
a running account of the expansion of the early Christian church, 
such as we have in the book of Acts, or for dramatic visions of the 
final events of human history, like the ones in the book of Revela-
tion. Philippians and the other letters of Paul are written to particu-
lar congregations in particular contexts to address the challenges 
they face and to offer pastoral instruction and encouragement.

Frequently on the road, moving from one city to another in his 
missionary journeys, Paul wrote letters to keep in touch with the 
members of congregations he had founded. Return visits to share 
their common life in Christ, however desirable, were infrequent or 
impossible. It was only by letter writing that he could offer, in his 
own words, the encouragement, warning, and instruction that his 
young Christian communities needed and that he was so eager to 
provide. 

Since we have a number of letters from Paul, it is fair to ask, Why 
study Paul’s Letter to the Philippians in particular, and why study 
it now? I offer a fourfold answer to these questions. First, because, 
the imprisoned apostle offers in this text one of his most eloquent 
and joyful witnesses to the “surpassing value” (3:8) of knowing and 
following Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. Second, because the con-
gregation to whom Paul writes is in many respects like many congre-
gations in our own time, struggling to be faithful, worried about the 
future, and in need of guidance as they deal with potentially damag-
ing disagreements among themselves. Third, because the church in 
Philippi finds itself in the complex and diverse religious, social, and 
political environment of the Roman Empire, where, as in the post-
Christendom world of today, the questions of who is really Lord of 
the world and who deserves our ultimate allegiance and honor are 
unavoidable and urgent. Finally, because the theology of this let-
ter holds together aspects of the gospel, like belief and practice—
“talking the talk and walking the walk,” as the familiar contemporary 
phrase puts it—that are often separated in the lives of many Chris-
tians today. 

Paul’s Letter to the Philippians has found and continues to 
find many appreciative readers because of its Christ-centered 
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understanding of Christian faith and life, its summons to joyful con-
fidence in God in the midst of suffering, its moving expressions of 
Christian friendship, the literary beauty of many of its passages, and 
the window it opens, however briefly, into Paul’s own faith journey. 
In this letter, the church of Philippi—but also the church of every 
time and place—is called to live in “a manner worthy of the gospel of 
Christ” (1:27) by sharing in the life of humility and self-giving love 
of its crucified and risen Lord.

Paul in Prison

The Letter to the Philippians was written by Paul from prison (1:13, 
14, 17). Scholars debate whether this imprisonment was in Rome, 
Ephesus, or Caesarea.1 The resolution of this question, however, is 
not of decisive importance for interpreting the letter or discerning 
its significance for readers today. Far more important is the simple 
fact that Philippians is a letter written from prison by an apostle of 
Jesus Christ.

In a memorable painting, Rembrandt depicts Paul in his prison 
cell. Having paused for a moment from writing to one of his congre-
gations, the apostle is in deep meditation. He has removed one of 
his sandals and his bare foot rests on it, perhaps the artist’s reminder 
of Paul’s many physically demanding missionary journeys. A bright 
field of light surrounds the writer, possibly suggesting the presence 
of the Spirit of God. Next to Paul’s many manuscripts stands a large 
sword, symbol of the power of the Word of God but also an omen of 
the apostle’s coming martyrdom. The crossbars in the window not 
only define the place of writing as a prison cell but also remind us of 
the crucified and risen Christ who is at the heart of Paul’s gospel and 
of his own suffering in his apostolic vocation.2

The imprisoned author of the Letter to the Philippians was born a 
Jew in the city of Tarsus in Asia Minor (Acts 21:39). This city was a 

Why Philippians? Why Now?

1. A good summary of the arguments is provided by Markus Bockmuehl, The Epistle to the 
Philippians (London: A & C Black, 1998), 26–32.

2. This painting, Saint Paul in Prison, is one of many depictions of Paul by Rembrandt, who was 
obviously deeply moved by the life and witness of the apostle.
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meeting place of east and west, a center not only of lively commerce 
but also of renowned academies. The initial schooling and experi-
ence Paul acquired in Tarsus would have given him early exposure 
to the culture of the larger Greco-Roman world and its mélange of 
religious beliefs and practices. We do not know whether it was in 
Tarsus that Paul acquired his Roman citizenship, but we do know 
that this status would eventually provide important legal advantages 
in his later missionary journeys. 

Paul’s education continued in Jerusalem, where he was trained in 
the strict teachings of the Pharisaic school of Jewish law. As a young 
man, he was, in his own words, “more zealous” for the traditions of 
his people than many of his peers (Gal. 1:14). Indeed, his zeal would 
lead him to become a violent persecutor of the church (Gal. 1:13).

Whether as persecutor of the church or as one of its apostolic 
leaders, Paul would continue to describe himself without hesitation 
as a person of Jewish descent, “a Hebrew born of Hebrews” (Phil. 
3:5), “an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham” (Rom. 11:1). 

The most important fact about Paul, however, is neither his Phar-
isaic training nor his Roman citizenship but instead his personal 
encounter with Jesus Christ. His persecution of the church came 
to an abrupt end when he received a revelation of the risen Jesus 
on the road to Damascus and was given a commission to “proclaim 
him among the Gentiles” (Gal. 1:15–17). While there are three 
dramatic descriptions of this event in the book of Acts (9:1–19; 
22:6–16; 26:12–18), Paul’s own letters provide only sparse details 
(Gal. 1:15–17; Phil. 3:4–11). Looking back from this meeting with 
Christ, Paul could say that even before he was born, God had set him 
apart for his special mission (Gal. 1:15). Convinced of his calling, 
he endured numerous dangers, deprivations, beatings, and impris-
onments as he fearlessly proclaimed the crucified and risen Jesus as 
Lord in the complex and cosmopolitan world of the Roman Empire 
(2 Cor. 11:23–28). 

To use his own preferred self-designation, Paul was “a slave [or 
servant] of Jesus Christ” (Phil. 1:1). Still more intimately, he called 
himself “a person in Christ” (2 Cor. 12:2). His life was centered on 
love of Christ and the vocation Christ had given him. As evident in 
the Letter to the Philippians and in his other letters, Paul did not 

INTRODUCTION
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simply preach the gospel to others; he was personally and deeply 
committed to it. While he understood the purposes of God as pro-
foundly communal in nature, this did not prevent him from calling 
God “my God” (Phil. 4:19) and Jesus Christ “my Lord” (3:8). The 
depth of his personal faith shines through the many memorable dec-
larations found in the letter: “For to me, living is Christ and dying 
is gain” (1:21); “I want to know Christ and the power of his resur-
rection and the sharing of his sufferings” (3:10); “I can do all things 
through him [Christ] who strengthens me” (4:13). 

Ascribing all that he had accomplished as an apostle to the grace 
of God (1 Cor. 15:10), Paul considered himself “the least of the 
apostles” because he had previously persecuted the church (1 Cor. 
15:9). As ambassador for Christ, he felt miserable if he did not have 
the opportunity to preach the good news (1 Cor. 9:16). Every wak-
ing moment was devoted to what he describes in the Letter to the 
Philippians as proclaiming the gospel with “all boldness” (1:20) 
and straining forward to “the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus” 
(3:14).

That Paul’s Letter to the Philippians was written from prison aug-
ments the power of its message for Christians of every time and 
place. In our own time, we have learned to respect and even honor 
letters from prison. During his incarceration prior to his martyrdom 
under the Nazi regime in Germany, Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote letters 
from prison that posed deep questions about the meaning of faith 
in Christ in the modern world after the collapse of Christendom. 
“What is bothering me incessantly is the question . . . who Christ 
really is, for us today.” “What do we really believe? I mean, believe 
in such a way that we stake our lives on it?”3 Many Christians today 
continue to find both inspiration and challenge in the strong affirma-
tions and unsettling questions found in Bonhoeffer’s prison letters. 
We might also recall the memorable letter from a Birmingham jail 
written by Martin Luther King Jr. during the early days of the civil 
rights movement. King pointedly defended his civil disobedience of 
unjust laws to fellow pastors who questioned his nonviolent protest 

Why Philippians? Why Now?

3. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison (New York: Macmillan, 1971), 279, 382. 
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tactics as reckless and counterproductive.4 King’s Birmingham letter 
is a reminder of the opposition that is encountered and the price 
that often has to be paid by those who dare to speak up for truth and 
justice. Or think of how the letters of Nelson Mandela from prison 
in South Africa during the apartheid era have stirred many of their 
readers to take action in their own country on behalf of the dignity 
and freedom of all people.5 As these few examples show, a letter from 
prison, where the author faces not only serious deprivations but also 
the possibility of execution, often rings with a credibility that cannot 
be matched by the supposedly authoritative declarations of secular 
magistrates or church leaders written in the comfort of their govern-
mental or ecclesiastical offices. 

The witness of Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, written from prison 
with faith, courage, and not least with sparkling joy, has compelling 
and abiding power. In this letter an apostle proclaims the lordship of 
Christ, and the church of every age—if it has not become compla-
cent, forgetful, or fearful—takes notice. 

A Church Troubled by Internal Disagreements

One of the distinctive features of Paul’s Letter to the Philippians 
is the evidence of his very close friendship with members of this 
congregation. More than any other congregation Paul founded, the 
church in Philippi faithfully supported his missionary work by pro-
viding him with helpers and sending him financial gifts on a number 
of occasions (Phil. 1:5; 4:15). 

In Acts 16:11–40, Luke recounts the story of the travel of Paul and 
Silas to Philippi and the founding there of a Christian community. 
Written a number of years after Paul’s Letter to the Philippians, the 
Lukan account is likely a dramatized rendering of the event. In any 
case, we are told that it all began with the preaching of the Word of 
God to a group of God-fearing women who had gathered for prayer 

INTRODUCTION

4. Martin Luther King Jr., Letter from Birmingham City Jail (Philadelphia: American Friends 
Service Committee, 1963).

5. Nelson Mandela, Let Freedom Reign: The Words of Nelson Mandela, ed. Henry Russell 
(Northampton, MA: Interlink, 2010).
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by the river on the Sabbath. After one of the women, named Lydia, 
was baptized along with her family, she opened her home to Paul 
and Silas. Described as “a dealer in purple cloth” (Acts 16:14), Lydia 
was evidently a well-to-do merchant of Philippi. From this account, 
one of the things we learn is that from the beginning women played 
an important role in the Christian community in Philippi. 

According to the story in Acts, during their stay in the city, Paul 
and Silas were arrested and imprisoned after Paul created a stir by 
healing a disturbed slave girl who had made a lot of money for her 
owners by fortune-telling. Her owners were angry because “their 
hope of making money was gone” (Acts 16:19). In Philippi as else-
where, the proclamation of the gospel placed Christians at risk in 
part because it not only challenged the prevailing religious practices 
but also unsettled the social and economic status quo. The account 
in Acts further reports that after an earthquake sprung open the 
doors of the prison, the frightened jailer became a believer and was 
baptized. Later, when it was discovered that Paul and Silas were enti-
tled to the legal rights of Roman citizens, the magistrates publicly 
apologized to the two evangelists before they left the city. We do 
not know how many other visits Paul paid to Philippi, but he fondly 
remembered his friends in Christ there, and they continued to sup-
port him. 

Scholars tell us that the city of Philippi was religiously, socially, and 
economically diverse. In its mixed population were Greeks, Romans, 
Thracians, and other ethnic groups. Inhabitants of the city “were orga-
nized in collegia, usually of a religious nature.”6 There were worshipers 
of “classic Greco-Roman gods and goddesses, Thracian deities, and 
Oriental cults (Isis).”7 In addition to its religious diversity, Philippi 
had different social and economic classes. Some residents of the city 
were landowners, others farmers or shopkeepers, and many others 
slaves.8 No doubt something of this social and economic diversity was 
also present in the Philippian church. If so, we cannot discount the 

Why Philippians? Why Now?

6. Chaido Koukouli-Chrysantaki, “Colonia Iulia Augusta Philippensis,” in Philippi at the Time 
of Paul and after His Death, ed. Charalambos Bakirtzis and Helmut Koester (Harrisburg, PA: 
Trinity, 1998), 23. 

7. John Reumann, Philippians (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008), 3.
8. See Peter Oakes, Philippians from People to Letter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2001).
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possibility that these social and economic disparities were factors in 
the tensions and quarrels that Paul addresses in his letter. We know 
that differences in social and economic backgrounds contributed to 
friction and disagreement among members of other churches that 
Paul founded (1 Cor. 11:17–22). We are also aware that these factors 
remain very real challenges in the life of many churches today. 

It seems likely, then, that Paul’s call to the Philippians to take part 
in the sufferings of Christ would have had in mind not only social 
harassment and imperial persecution but also possible clashes 
between weaker and poorer members of the congregation and those 
with greater means. As Peter Oakes argues, the situation in Philippi 
is likely to have had “a strong economic component.”9 This is not 
to say that economic differences were the only source of tensions 
in Philippi. Other factors were doubtlessly involved in the disputes 
that had arisen. As every contemporary pastor and congregation 
knows, the call to discipleship and unity in Christ has many dimen-
sions—responsible witness to the gospel, the strengthening of faith, 
concern for social and economic justice, and not least the healing of 
frayed personal relationships among church members for any num-
ber of reasons. Challenges to the church usually come in clusters 
rather than in the form of one issue alone. 

As we shall see, a variety of concerns lie behind Paul’s many exhor-
tations in the letter. He pleads with his readers to avoid arguing with 
each other, to give up feelings of superiority and looking down on 
others, and to consider the rights and needs of others more than 
their own. He calls them to live in unity and to help and support 
each other. A very specific case in point is a disagreement between 
two women in the church, Euodia and Syntyche (4:2). We do not 
know the particular nature of their disagreement, but it is obviously 
part of the larger context of tensions within the church that Paul is 
addressing in his letter that calls repeatedly for unity in Christ. 

While quarrels and conflicts in Philippi were clearly not as severe 
as those of the church in Corinth, Paul nevertheless takes them seri-
ously. That is because he knows that conflicts in the church often 
undermine the reality of new life in Christ and the effectiveness of 
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its witness. If being in Christ were merely a private affair, divisions in 
the church would pose no serious threat. For Paul, however, to be in 
Christ is to take part in a new community—indeed, a “new creation” 
(2 Cor. 5:17)—called to bear witness to the gospel not only in word 
but in the manner of its common life and service. 

As most Christians today would readily agree, the signs of dishar-
mony in the churches that Paul addresses, whether comparatively 
minor as in Philippi or full-blown as in Corinth, are far from absent 
in contemporary church life. Is there a church today that does not 
experience disagreements and divisions both small and large: minor 
quibbles over matters like whether to use wine or grape juice in the 
Eucharist or whether the Sunday worship service should begin at 
10:00 or 11:00 a.m.; and major debates over the congregation’s core 
convictions, its mission statement, or the percentage of its budget 
that should go to mission rather than building improvements, not 
to mention heated controversies about ministry to undocumented 
immigrants, peace advocacy, or the marriage of same-sex couples? 
Today as ever, Christian communities need to hear and heed Paul’s 
bracing challenge to be of one accord in faith and service and to live 
together “in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ” (1:27). 

A Church Located in a Roman Colony

The church in Philippi faced serious threats from outside as well as 
potentially demoralizing divisions within. Named after Philip, the 
king of Macedonia who ruled the area some four hundred years 
before Paul’s missionary journeys, Philippi had become by the first 
century CE a Roman colony and “a leading city” (Acts 16:12) of the 
area. Its laws, ethos, and other cultural institutions were modeled 
after the great capital of the Roman Empire. Some veterans of the 
Roman army had settled there, and its free residents were consid-
ered citizens of Rome. Indeed, “Philippi was almost unique among 
cities Paul addressed in his letters; it differed from other places he 
evangelized because of its ‘Roman-ness.’”10 An important dimension 
of its Roman character was the preoccupation of its residents with 
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honor and social status. According to Joseph Hellerman, Philippi was 
“arguably the most status-conscious city in the Roman East, a colony 
stamped, moreover, with a military mentality sharply attuned (a) to 
the social stigma of slavery and (b) to the contrasting honor associ-
ated with the patriline of an esteemed citizen soldier.”11 Paul is clearly 
aware of this social and political context of the church in Philippi, and 
not surprisingly both the language and content of his letter reflects 
this fact. 

It is important to remember that the missionary journeys of Paul 
represented “the transition of the early Christian movement from 
the Palestinian farmlands and fishing villages to the mainstream 
of life and the norms of Roman imperial culture.”12 His proclama-
tion of the lordship of Christ was necessarily a disturbing and even 
subversive factor in this context. We misread Paul if we view him 
through the lens of later doctrines of the separation of church and 
state. We also misread him if we isolate his counsel to Christians to 
be “subject to the governing authorities” (Rom. 13:1) from his sum-
mons to resist intimidation by or accommodation to all opponents 
of the gospel (Phil. 1:28; Rom. 12:2). What is missing in both cases 
is awareness of the extent to which Paul’s gospel of the lordship of 
Jesus Christ challenged the ideologies and practices embodied in 
imperial Rome. The same gospel, rightly preached and heard, con-
tinues to challenge the idolatrous claims of empires of our own time. 

The ideology of empire was inescapable in a colony of Rome like 
Philippi. As Peter Oakes writes, “Imperial ideology was all around: 
on coins, in statues, in processions, games, and feasts, in pictures and 
inscriptions.”13 Not least, the claims of empire were present in the 
cult of the emperor. Caesar Augustus was praised as “savior,” “lord,” 
the ruler who had established the Pax Romana throughout the 
known world. N. T. Wright notes that especially in the eastern part 
of the empire, there was “strong pressure to establish the emperor-
cult, not least because special rewards were available for cities that 
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did so.”14 While there is no mention in Paul’s letter of any members 
of the Philippian church being imprisoned or executed for their 
confession of Christ, these possibilities must have been on the mind 
of Paul and the readers of his letter, especially in view of his own 
imprisonment and impending trial. 

All this suggests that in our effort to understand the letter of 
Philippians and its significance for the church today, it would be a 
serious mistake to overlook or downplay the demands of the impe-
rial cult and the ethos of empire surrounding the church in ancient 
Philippi. The audacity of Paul’s proclamation in Philippians and his 
other letters immediately stands out in the simple fact that Jesus 
Christ is confessed not simply as “our Lord” (a confession that might 
readily be tolerated in religiously pluralistic Philippi) but “the Lord” 
(a claim that directly challenged not only the multitude of lords and 
gods but also the lordship of Caesar and the entire imperial cult). 
If the good news of the lordship of Christ proclaimed by Paul was 
unsettling to the dominant powers in the first century, it continues 
to be disturbing to the reigning powers of our world today. To be 
sure, the claims of empire that press on the church may be less bla-
tant than they were in the Roman Empire or in Nazi Germany. Still, 
in often subtle and easily ignored ways, the church today has to con-
tend with idols in many spheres of life: political, economic, cultural, 
technological, and religious. Who is the Lord worthy of our uncon-
ditional trust, and with what kind of power does this Lord rule? 
Paul’s affirmation of Jesus as the Lord, in all its personal and political 
ramifications, is assuredly one important answer to the questions, 
Why Philippians? Why now? 

Central Themes of the Letter

If readers of this commentary were asked what they knew about 
Paul’s teaching, probably a good number would say that he is the 
apostle who emphasizes the doctrine of justification. According 
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to this doctrine, being accounted right or made right with God is 
not something that we achieve. Rather, it is the gracious gift of God 
given through Jesus Christ and received by faith alone in him. Faith 
in Christ is not without works, but the works, far from being the 
cause of a new relationship with God through Christ, are its fruit. 

Pauline scholars continue to engage in a vigorous debate about 
how best to interpret his doctrine of “justification by faith” and 
“righteousness from God.”15 Some defend the classical Reforma-
tion understanding of justification as the new relationship with God 
based not on our works but solely on the gift of God’s forgiveness 
of our sins in the sacrificial death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.16 
While agreeing in some respects with this understanding, other 
scholars have offered a “new perspective” on Paul that criticizes 
introspective and individualistic readings of his theology, reap-
praises his understanding of Jewish law, and underscores his corpo-
rate emphasis.17 Still other scholars stress an “apocalyptic” reading 
of Paul’s theology that sees the work of Christ as the inaugural event 
of the cosmic victory of God’s righteousness and reign throughout 
the entire creation.18 

As I hope to show, all three of these perspectives on Paul’s theol-
ogy have some purchase on his Letter to the Philippians. We will find 
the theme of God’s righteousness as coming from God rather than 
from ourselves. In addition, we will find an emphasis on not only 
believing in Christ but also living as a new people in Christ who are 
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called to bear witness to his lordship whatever the circumstances. 
Then, too, we will find Paul’s robust hope in the coming comple-
tion of all of God’s purposes and his expectation of the full partici-
pation of the faithful in the glory of God. In brief, this commentary 
will attempt a reading of Paul’s Letter to the Philippians that avoids 
a reduction of the gospel to a single doctrine or a single aspect of 
Christian life. For the writer of this letter, the gospel encompasses 
the righteousness from God that comes through the faithfulness of 
Christ; the new corporate life in Christ that includes our sharing in 
his sufferings and in his resurrection power under the direction of 
his Spirit; and the confident hope that looks to the imminent com-
ing of Christ the Savior and the consummation of life in him to the 
glory of God. 

As is true of all of Paul’s letters, many themes are present in his 
Letter to the Philippians. The more prominent themes can be identi-
fied in summary fashion. 

First, by means of the celebrated Christ hymn of 2:5–11 that con-
stitutes the centerpiece of the letter, Paul affirms that Christ Jesus is 
both Lord of all and the supreme model of Christian life. Reminding 
the Philippians that though Christ was equal with God, he humbled 
himself, taking on the condition of a slave and becoming obedient 
even to death on a cross, Paul urges his readers to abide in Christ and 
let their lives be conformed to his way of humility and self-giving 
love. He calls them to resist the surrounding ethos of power and 
honor and indeed every self-centered way of thinking and living that 
sets one’s own safety, security, and social status over the needs of 
others. “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus” (2:5) 
is Paul’s central exhortation. Throughout the letter Paul insists that 
when Christians confess Jesus as Lord, this is every bit a matter of 
practice as it is of belief. 

Second, Paul exhorts the Philippians to put an end to their inter-
nal disputes and not give in to the temptations of bickering and 
quarreling. He appeals to them to reclaim the unity in Christ that is 
threatened by signs of disunity among them: “Stand firm in one Spirit” 
(1:27); “Be of the same mind” (2:2; 4:2); “Have the same love” 
(2:2). Paul summons all members of the church to take seriously 
their unity in Christ, their crucified and risen Lord, and to follow 
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his way of costly regard for others. In our time of polarization, not 
only in the politics of the wider society but also in the life of the 
church, it is hard to imagine a word more relevant than Paul’s appeal 
to the church to manifest a new life together of peace, harmony, and 
mutual helpfulness as a sign of what God in Christ purposes for the 
whole creation. 

Third, the theme of joy and hope in the midst of suffering per-
vades this letter. Paul wants to assure the Philippians that, far from 
obstructing the spread of the gospel, his own imprisonment and 
whatever might follow from it, including his possible execution, 
actually serves to further the gospel. Closely related to this, he offers 
encouragement to the Philippians who are also suffering on behalf 
of the gospel. He knows that they live in an environment that is at 
best precarious and that might become even more hostile. He sum-
mons them to rejoice with him as together they stand firm in the 
faith. This summons speaks as well to Christians today, urging them 
to live out their discipleship, whatever the circumstances, not in a 
morose spirit but with abundant joy and confident hope. How could 
Christians not rejoice and how could their hope not be strong if, as 
Paul firmly believes, Christ the Lord reigns? 

Fourth, Paul gives a personal account of how Christ has turned 
upside down his understanding of righteousness from “a righteous-
ness of my own” to “the righteousness from God” (3:9). As we shall see, 
his account of his own relinquishment of everything he once consid-
ered valuable in order to gain Christ is clearly shaped by the earlier 
description of the self-emptying and humility of Christ in the Christ 
hymn and, like that hymn, serves the purpose of urging members of 
the church in Philippi to join him in making the mind of Christ their 
own as well. 

Finally, we find the theme of thanksgiving both in giving and in 
receiving in a letter written to thank his friends for their generous 
support of his labors on behalf of the gospel. As already noted, this 
support took the form of financial aid, but it also included sending 
personal assistants who sometimes risked their lives in helping Paul 
in his work. Paul wants to acknowledge these gifts and express his 
deep gratitude for them. He thus commends the Philippians for 
their excelling “in the matter of giving and receiving” (4:15). His 
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commendation reminds the church today that life in Christ will 
express itself in many concrete practices, not least of which is mutual 
giving and receiving with thanksgiving and prayer to God. 

In summary, running through Paul’s Letter to the Philippians are 
the themes of Christ as at once humble Lord and supreme paradigm 
of Christian life; of unity in Christ that overcomes the forces of dis-
sension; of a readiness to suffer for the sake of the gospel that does 
not rob us of joy in Christ; of the radical difference between a righ-
teousness of our own and a righteousness from God; and of a life of 
thanksgiving in mutual giving and receiving. 

A Theological Reading of Philippians

Interpretations of texts differ in part because we read them in dif-
ferent contexts, with different questions, and for different purposes. 
This is true of biblical interpretation, as it is of every interpretive act. 
Every author of a biblical commentary brings certain assumptions, 
questions, and objectives to the task. At the outset, it may be helpful 
for me to say a few words about mine. 

First, I approach the text of Philippians as a literary unity even 
though this remains an open issue among Pauline scholars. An early 
Christian writer, Polycarp, speaks of several letters of Paul to the Phi-
lippians. We do not know whether he was referring to letters other 
than our text of Philippians that are now lost or to fragments of let-
ters that were later compiled into the single letter known to us. On 
the basis of careful literary and historical study, a number of modern 
scholars argue that the present canonical Letter to the Philippians 
is actually a composite of two or three letters pieced together by 
the early church. Roughly summarized, these scholars contend that 
4:10–20 is an initial letter of thanks for the gift brought by Epaph-
roditus from Philippi. A second letter, comprising 1:1–3:1a (per-
haps also including 4:2–9 and 4:21–23), was written to accompany 
the return of Epaphroditus to Philippi after he had recovered from 
a serious illness. Finally, 3:1b–4:1 is a separate letter in which Paul 
attacks those who teach and live in ways contrary to the gospel he 
proclaims. 
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The possibility that the Letter to the Philippians is actually a com-
posite of letters certainly cannot be discounted. Nevertheless, while 
there are rough edges and some abrupt transitions in the letter in its 
present canonical form, I think it holds together and makes sense 
when read as a single, integral writing.19 After all, Paul is writing a 
letter that speaks from the heart to one of his congregations who 
face particular challenges in their own context. He is not engaged in 
writing in the classical style of a systematic theological monograph 
where everything fits in its place and the transitions from one topic 
to another are carefully crafted. 

Second, I assume that in this as well as in his other letters, Paul has 
a clear message and a coherent theology. This is not to say, however, 
that I work under the supposition that there is a single doctrine that 
forms the core of all of Paul’s letters. Rather, I hold that Paul’s theol-
ogy has a central focus: the history of Jesus Christ in whose crucifixion 
and resurrection the God of Israel has performed a new and definitive 
act of free grace for the salvation of the world. The fullness of this his-
tory, however, cannot be reduced to a single doctrine. Moreover, my 
assumption of the coherence of Paul’s theology does not mean that 
every aspect of his theology is explicitly deployed in each letter. As 
Gordon Fee and others have noted, if we had only the Letter to the 
Philippians, it would be impossible to derive from it all that we know 
of Paul’s theology.20 Nevertheless, it makes little sense to try to read the 
Letter to the Philippians in a vacuum, as though Paul had never writ-
ten any other letters. Hence I will not hesitate to make reference where 
appropriate to Paul’s other letters under the assumption that he does 
have a coherent theology even though not all of it is recoverable from 
the Letter to the Philippians or any other single letter of his. 

Third, I am in agreement with contemporary Pauline scholars 
who emphasize the crucial role of narratives in his ethical instruc-
tion and guidance of the church.21 The prominent role of narrative 
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in the Letter to the Philippians is preeminently seen in his use of the 
Christ hymn in chapter 2. Paul urges his readers to conform their 
thinking and practice to the cruciform way of Christ described in 
this hymn. The brief narratives of Timothy and Epaphroditus and 
Paul’s more extensive story of his own faith journey serve as addi-
tional though clearly secondary examples in Paul’s call to Christian 
life and service. All this means that for Paul, Christian life is not a 
matter of being obedient to a set of abstract moral principles but of 
learning to discern in particular situations what is conformable to 
the story of the crucified and risen Christ and what builds up the 
faith, love, and hope of the people of God.

Finally, in correspondence with the goal of the commentary series 
of which this volume is a part, I will offer a “theological reading” of 
Philippians. The desirability and the danger of a theological reading 
of Scripture is a matter of considerable discussion today. The danger 
involved in this undertaking is that of trying to read more out of the 
text than is actually in it or finding in it what we want to find in it. 
The technical way of describing this danger is doing eisegesis rather 
than exegesis. We must respect the fact that this letter was written to 
a particular congregation in a colony of the Roman Empire in the 
first century. This means that the feet of every serious commentator 
must be planted on the solid ground of the text. I happily express my 
gratitude for all that I have learned from New Testament scholars 
who have devoted their lives to careful literary-historical readings of 
the text of Philippians and to their ventures of theological reflection 
based on these readings.22 

The approach taken here, however, will be to privilege reflection 
on the theological content of this letter as a canonical document of 
the church that lives by the message of its Scriptures.23 Accordingly, 
my task as author of this commentary and my invitation to its read-
ers is to explore not only what Paul’s letter says to the Philippians 
but also, and of equal importance, what it says to us. Although sec-
tions of the commentary titled “Further Reflections” are especially 
dedicated to theological meditations on themes of the letter, I have 
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tried to lift up the theological and pastoral dimensions of the mate-
rial throughout. 

In spite of the ever-present danger of overinterpretation, the 
effort to read Philippians and other scriptural books theologically is 
both necessary and desirable. For most of its history, the church has 
read Scripture this way, asking whether there is a Word of God for 
us today in these texts and how Christian life in our own time and 
place should be guided and governed by these texts. Just as Chris-
tians in times past were convinced that Scripture bears witness in 
the power of the Holy Spirit to the living Word of God, we too are 
invited to approach the text with that faith, memory, and hope. For 
the study of Philippians offered here, this means reading the letter in 
a way that, while honoring literary-historical concerns, persistently 
wrestles with the theological subject matter of the text and dares to 
listen for a message directed to the church today. In other words, 
we undertake to read Philippians as people of faith who are eager 
to learn what it means to confess Jesus Christ as Lord and become 
faithful and responsible Christian witnesses here and now. Like 
the Philippians, we too are in need of the apostle’s encouragement, 
warning, and counsel. Even if we do not live in a Roman colony of 
the first century, the gospel of Jesus Christ to which Paul bears wit-
ness contains the word of life for every time and place. It is in this 
spirit that we turn to a detailed study of the Letter to the Philippians. 
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