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Foreword

Paideia: Commentaries on the New Testament is a series that sets out to
comment on the final form of the New Testament text in a way that pays due
attention both to the cultural, literary, and theological settings in which the text
took form and to the interests of the contemporary readers to whom the commentaries are addressed. This series is aimed squarely at students—including
MA students in religious and theological studies programs, seminarians, and
upper-division undergraduates—who have theological interests in the biblical
text. Thus, the didactic aim of the series is to enable students to understand
each book of the New Testament as a literary whole rooted in a particular
ancient setting and related to its context within the New Testament.
The name “Paideia” (Greek for “education”) reflects (1) the instructional
aim of the series—giving contemporary students a basic grounding in academic
New Testament studies by guiding their engagement with New Testament
texts; (2) the fact that the New Testament texts as literary unities are shaped
by the educational categories and ideas (rhetorical, narratological, etc.) of
their ancient writers and readers; and (3) the pedagogical aims of the texts
themselves—their central aim being not simply to impart information but to
form the theological convictions and moral habits of their readers.
Each commentary deals with the text in terms of larger rhetorical units;
these are not verse-by-verse commentaries. This series thus stands within the
stream of recent commentaries that attend to the final form of the text. Such
reader-centered literary approaches are inherently more accessible to liberal arts
students without extensive linguistic and historical-critical preparation than
older exegetical approaches, but within the reader-centered world the sanest
practitioners have paid careful attention to the extratext of the original readers, including not only these readers’ knowledge of the geography, history, and
other contextual elements reflected in the text but also their ability to respond
x
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Foreword

correctly to the literary and rhetorical conventions used in the text. Paideia
commentaries pay deliberate attention to this extratextual repertoire in order
to highlight the ways in which the text is designed to persuade and move its
readers. Each rhetorical unit is explored from three angles: (1) introductory
matters; (2) tracing the train of thought or narrative or rhetorical flow of the
argument; and (3) theological issues raised by the text that are of interest to
the contemporary Christian. Thus, the primary focus remains on the text
and not its historical context or its interpretation in the secondary literature.
Our authors represent a variety of confessional points of view: Protestant,
Catholic, and Orthodox. What they share, beyond being New Testament
scholars of national and international repute, is a commitment to reading the
biblical text as theological documents within their ancient contexts. Working
within the broad parameters described here, each author brings his or her
own considerable exegetical talents and deep theological commitments to the
task of laying bare the interpretation of Scripture for the faith and practice
of God’s people everywhere.
Mikeal C. Parsons
Charles H. Talbert
Bruce W. Longenecker

xi
James W. Thompson and Bruce W. Longenecker, Philippians and Philemon
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2016. Used by permission.

Abbreviations

General
BCE
CE
chap(s).
Eng.
esp.
lit.

before the Common Era
Common Era
chapter(s)
English Bible verse numbering
especially
literally

NT
OT
trans.
v(v).
×

New Testament
Old Testament
translated by, translation (in)
verse(s)
when preceded by a numeral,
designates how often an item
occurs

Bible Texts and Versions
ASV
ESV
KJV
LXX
NEB

American Standard Version
English Standard Version
King James Version
Septuagint, Greek Old Testament
New English Bible

NET
NIV
NRSV
RSV

New English Translation
New International Version
New Revised Standard Version
Revised Standard Version

Papyri and Inscriptions
CIL
IG
OGIS

Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum. Berlin: G. Reimer, 1862–.
Inscriptiones Graecae: Editio
minor. Berlin: de Gruyter,
1924–.
Orientis Graeci Inscriptionum
Selectae. Edited by Wilhelm

Dittenberger. 2 vols. Leipzig:
Hirzel, 1903–5.
Pap. Heid. Veröffentlichungen
aus der Heidelberger
Papyrussammlung.
P.Enteux Ἐντεύξεις: Requȇtes et plaintes
adressées au Roi d’Egypte au

xii
James W. Thompson and Bruce W. Longenecker, Philippians and Philemon
(Unpublished
manuscript—copyright
protected
Publishing
Baker Academic,
a division
of Baker Publishing
Group,Baker
© 2016.
Used Group)
by permission.

Abbreviations

IIIe siècle avant J. C. Edited by
O. Guéraud. Cairo, 1931–32.
P.Oxy.

SIG

The Oxyrynchus Papyri.
Edited by B. P. Grenfell, A. S.
Hunt, et al. 75 vols. London:
Egypt Exploration Society,
1898–2010.

Sylloge Inscriptionum Graecarum. Edited by Wilhelm
Dittenberger. 3rd ed. 4 vols.
Leipzig: Hirzel, 1915–24.

Ancient Corpora
O ld T estament
Gen.
Genesis
Exod.
Exodus
Lev.
Leviticus
Num.
Numbers
Deut.
Deuteronomy
Josh.
Joshua
Judg.
Judges
Ruth
Ruth
1–2 Sam. 1–2 Samuel
1–2 Kings 1–2 Kings
1–2 Chron. 1–2 Chronicles
Ezra
Ezra
Neh.
Nehemiah
Esther
Esther
Job
Job
Ps(s).
Psalm(s)
Prov.
Proverbs
Eccles.
Ecclesiastes
Song
Song of Songs
Isa.
Isaiah
Jer.
Jeremiah
Lam.
Lamentations
Ezek.
Ezekiel
Dan.
Daniel
Hosea
Hosea
Joel
Joel
Amos
Amos
Obad.
Obadiah
Jon.
Jonah
Mic.
Micah
Nah.
Nahum
Hab.
Habakkuk

Zeph.
Hag.
Zech.
Mal.

Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah
Malachi

D euterocanonical B ooks
Jdt.
Judith
1–4 Macc. 1–4 Maccabees
Sir.
Sirach/Ecclesiasticus
Tob.
Tobit
Wis.
Wisdom of Solomon
N ew T estament
Matt.
Matthew
Mark
Mark
Luke
Luke
John
John
Acts
Acts
Rom.
Romans
1–2 Cor.
1–2 Corinthians
Gal.
Galatians
Eph.
Ephesians
Phil.
Philippians
Col.
Colossians
1–2 Thess. 1–2 Thessalonians
1–2 Tim. 1–2 Timothy
Titus
Titus
Philem.
Philemon
Heb.
Hebrews
James
James
1–2 Pet.
1–2 Peter
1–3 John 1–3 John
Jude
Jude
Rev.
Revelation

xiii
James W. Thompson and Bruce W. Longenecker, Philippians and Philemon
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2016. Used by permission.

Abbreviations

O ld T estament P seudepigrapha
1 En.
1 Enoch
Jos. Asen. Joseph and Aseneth
D ead S ea S crolls
1QM
War Scroll
R abbinic Works
m. ʾAbot Mishnah ʾAbot

A postolic Fathers
1 Clem.
1 Clement
Did.
Didache
Ign. Eph. Ignatius, To the Ephesians
Ign. Pol.
Ignatius, To Polycarp
Ign. Rom. Ignatius, To the Romans
Ign. Smyrn. Ignatius, To the Smyrnaeans
Pol. Phil. Polycarp, To the Philippians

Ancient Authors
A eschylus
Ag.
Pers.

Agamemnon
Persae

A nonymous
Auct. Her. Auctor/Rhetorica ad
Herennium
A ristotle
Eth. nic.

Ethica nicomachea

Pol.

Politica

Rhet.

Rhetorica

C icero
Amic.

De Amicitia

De or.

De oratore

Deiot.

Pro rege Deiotare

Flac.

Pro Flacco

Inv.

De inventione rhetorica

Lig.

Pro Ligario

Marcell.

Pro Marcello

Off.

De officiis

Rab. Perd. Pro C. Rabirio Perduellionis
Reo
Tusc.

Tusculanae disputationes

D io C hrysostom
Or.
Orationes
D iogenes L aertius
Vit.
Vitae philosophorum

E pictetus
Diatr.

Diatribai (Dissertationes)

E uripides
Alc.
Bacch.

Alcestis
Bacchae

H omer
Od.

Odyssey

H orace
Carm.

Carmina

I socrates
Archid.

Archidamus

J ohn C hrysostom
Hom. Phil. Homilies on Philippians
J osephus
Ant.
J.W.
Life

Jewish Antiquities
Jewish War
The Life

Ovid
Met.

Metamorphoses

P hilo
Agr.
Conf.
Decal.
Flacc.
Fug.
Jos.

De agricultura
De confusion linguarum
De decalogo
In Flaccum
De fuga et inventione
De Iosepho

xiv
James W. Thompson and Bruce W. Longenecker, Philippians and Philemon
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2016. Used by permission.

Abbreviations

Legat.
Mut. Nom.
Opif.
Praem.
Prob.
Spec. Leg.
Virt.
P lato
Apol.
Leg.
Phaed.
Resp.

Legatio ad Gaium
De mutatione nominum
De opificio mundi
De praemiis et poenis
Quod omnis probus liber sit
De specialibus legibus
De virtutibus

Apologia
Leges
Phaedo
Respublica

P lutarch
Amat.
Amatorius
Amic. mult. De amicorum multitudine

Caes.
Is. Os.

Caesar
Isis and Osiris

P olybius
Hist.

Historia

Q uintilian
Inst. or.

Institutio oratoria

S eneca
Ben.
Ep.

De beneficiis
Epistulae morales

T ertullian
Apol.

Apologeticus

X enophon
Apol.

Apologia

Reference Works
BDAG

W. Bauer, F. W. Danker, W. F.
Arndt, and F. W. Gingrich. A
Greek-English Lexicon of New
Testament and Other Early
Christian Literature. 3rd ed.
Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2000.
BDF
F. Blass, A. Debrunner, and R. W.
Funk. A Greek Grammar of the
New Testament and Other Early
Christian Literature. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press,
1961.
EDNT Horst Balz and Gerhard Schneider, eds. Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament. 3
vols. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1990–93.
IDBSup Keith Crim, ed. Interpreter’s
Dictionary of the Bible: Supplementary Volume. Nashville:
Abingdon, 1976.
LCL
Loeb Classical Library

LSJ

H. G. Liddell, R. Scott, H. S.
Jones, and R. McKenzie. A
Greek-English Lexicon. 9th ed.
with rev. supplement. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1996.
MM
James Hope Moulton and
George Milligan. The Vocabulary
of the Greek Testament Illustrated by the Papyri and Other
Non-literary Sources. London:
Hodder & Stoughton, 1949.
TDNT Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard
Friedrich, eds. Theological Dictionary of the New Testament.
Translated by Geoffrey W. Bromiley. 10 vols. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964–76.
TLNT Ceslas Spicq. Theological
Lexicon of the New Testament. Translated and edited by
James D. Ernest. 3 vols. Peabody,
MA: Hendrickson, 1994.

xv
James W. Thompson and Bruce W. Longenecker, Philippians and Philemon
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2016. Used by permission.

Philippians
James W. Thompson

James
W. Thompson
and Bruce W. Longenecker,
Philippians
and
Philemon
(Unpublished
manuscript—copyright
protected Baker
Publishing
Group)
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2016. Used by permission.

Introduction to Philippians

The impact of Paul’s letter to the Philippians on the Christian tradition is
disproportionate to its modest size. With the letter’s high concentration of
autobiographical reflection covering Paul’s life from infancy (3:4–6) to his
approaching death (1:21–26), it shapes the popular view of the apostle. It
describes in graphic detail the radical change in his life (3:7–11) and offers
more introspection (1:21–26; 4:10–13) than any other letter. Here one meets
the one who was joyful in chains (1:12–18), content in the midst of humiliating circumstances (4:10–13), and confident in facing death (1:21–26). With his
radical change of values (3:1–11), he has served as the paradigm of conversion.
As the letter of one who faced a possible death sentence, Philippians provided the words that would subsequently be echoed by the martyrs. Ignatius,
on his way to martyrdom in Rome, seeks to attain Christ (Rom. 5.3; cf. Phil.
3:8) and die in him (Rom. 6.1; 7.2; cf. Phil. 1:21), knowing that he can do
all things through Christ who strengthens him (Smyrn. 4.2; cf. Phil. 4:13).
Similarly, the Martyrdom of Polycarp alludes to Philippians in describing
Polycarp’s willingness to die in imitation of Christ (1.2; Bockmuehl 1995, 70).
Passages from Philippians have shaped Christian reflection and piety. Paul’s
desire to depart and be with Christ (1:23) was expressed in Thomas à Kempis’s
Imitation of Christ (1.12) and has been echoed in many hymns that speak of
going to heaven when we die (Bockmuehl 1995, 74). No passage in the NT
has received more scrutiny than 2:6–11, commonly identified as the Philippian
hymn. Both the phrase “form of God” (2:6) and the claim that Christ “emptied
himself” (2:7) played a role in the christological controversies of the first four
centuries and have been the subjects of continuing analysis since then. The
affirmation that “our citizenship is in heaven” (3:20) influenced Augustine’s
concept of the City of God and has influenced the popular understanding of
heaven as the true homeland of believers (Bockmuehl 1995, 85).
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Introduction to Philippians

Among the undisputed letters of Paul, Philippians and Philemon are the
only ones written from prison. Many other letters from prison come later as
witnesses to the consequences of confessing Jesus as Lord and challenging
existing ideologies. From Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Letters and Papers from Prison
to Martin Luther King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” letters from prison
speak of matters of ultimate importance. The fact that they are written from
prison gives them an urgency they might not otherwise have (cf. Grieb 2007,
261). Paul’s repeated references to his chains (1:7, 13–14, 17) indicate the gravity of the situation in which he and the Philippians are partners.
Philippi and the Origin of the Philippian Church
When Paul arrived in Philippi, the city was a Roman enclave in the Greek
world. As he approached the city from the port city of Neapolis along the Via
Egnatia, he would have seen milestones inscribed in Latin. As he entered the
city, he would have seen Roman temples and Latin inscriptions everywhere. If
he had gone to the theater, he would have seen performances in Latin. While
the majority of the people spoke Greek, the elite of the city spoke Latin and
were citizens of Rome (Hecking 2009, 23–24). Indeed, inscriptions erected by
private citizens proudly proclaimed that the donor was a Roman citizen, a
member of the tribe of Voltinia (Pilhofer 2009, 13). Romans owned most of the
land and dominated local institutions (cf. Tellbe 2001, 212). Thus Philippi was
unlike any other city visited by Paul, who could have imagined that he had left
Thessalonica
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Figure 1. Map of Macedonia
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Philippi and the Origin of the Philippian Church
© Baker Publishing Group and Dr. James C. Martin

the cities shaped by Greek culture
and entered the Roman world as he
began his ministry there.
Before the Romans settled in
Philippi, the city had been an insignificant village. Philip II of Macedon first gave it prominence when
he annexed it into his kingdom in
356 BCE, gave it his name, and fortified it with new walls (KoukouliChrysantaki 1998, 6). When the
Romans arrived, the city was still
a small town (cf. Strabo 7, frg. 41)
populated primarily by Thracians
and Greeks-Macedonians (Koch
2006, 144; cf. Bormann 1995, 19).
Roman influence began in 168 BCE,
when Philippi became a Roman
colony, and continued in 146 BCE,
when it was incorporated into the
Roman province of Macedonia.
Major Roman influence began
only after the battle of Philippi in
42 BCE, in which the victors, Mark
Antony and Octavian, defeated the Figure 2. The Via Egnatia
assassins of Julius Caesar, Cassius,
and Brutus. This victory prepared the way for the creation of the Roman Empire
and the establishment of Philippi as a Roman colony (Bakirtzis and Koester
1998, 8). A group of Antony’s veterans, including members of his praetorian
guard, settled in the city (Tellbe 2001, 213; cf. Cassius Dio 51.4.5–6). After the
battle of Actium in 31 BCE, in which Octavian defeated Mark Antony and
Cleopatra, Octavian established a military post in the city, filled it with army
veterans and other Roman citizens, and gave it the ius Italicum, signifying
that the city was on Roman soil (Tellbe 2001, 212). With its strategic location
on the Via Egnatia connecting Rome and Byzantium, Philippi grew from a
small town into a political and economic center within the Roman Empire
(Bormann 1995, 26–27).
The religious profile of Philippi reflects the diversity of the inhabitants.
Numerous inscriptions attest to the presence of the indigenous cult of the
Thracian horseman (Pilhofer 2009, 15). Deities of Anatolia, Syria, and Egypt
are also attested in the inscriptions at Philippi. However, no evidence has been
found for the presence of Jews in the city. Philippi was dominated by Roman
religions, of which the imperial cult was the most prominent (Tellbe 2001,
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Introduction to Philippians

Figure 3. The Roman Forum

214). Lukas Bormann (1995, 42–44) lists fourteen inscriptions describing the
priests and priestesses of the imperial cult. Temples created for the worship
of the emperor and his family were the most sacred structures in Philippi
(Hellerman 2005, 86). Indeed, the cult of the emperor, while existing alongside
other religions, marginalized their respective cults or integrated them into the
imperial cult (cf. Bormann 1995, 65).
While Roman religion tolerated other religions, it accepted no conflict of
loyalties. Beginning with the reign of Augustus, all inhabitants of the Roman
Empire, including the adherents of foreign cults, were expected to acknowledge
the Roman gods by participating in the rituals of the imperial cult (Tellbe
2001, 84). Since Roman religion was not a matter of private beliefs, the entire
population was expected to participate in the festivals, public meals, and
celebrations associated with the imperial cult (cf. Cassius Dio 51.20) and to
take an oath of loyalty to the caesar (Bormann 1995, 50). The involvement of
the whole population in the festivals reinforced the cohesion and the social
hierarchy of Roman rule. While Jews were tolerated by the Romans, they
were the frequent objects of derision by the Roman elite. Cicero, for example,
said of the Jews, “The demands of their religion were incompatible with the
majesty of our Empire, the dignity of our name, and the institutions of our
6
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Philippi and the Origin of the Philippian Church

ancestors” (Flac. 69, cited in Tellbe 2001, 236). Even associations were required
to demonstrate their loyalty to the state (cf. Bormann 1995, 221–22). Since no
city was more Roman than Philippi (Koch 2006, 145), Paul’s conflict with the
established order was inevitable.
Consistent with his practice of preaching in strategic cities, Paul also preached
in Philippi (Acts 16:11–40). Luke’s narrative indicates the distinctiveness of
this Roman setting for the establishment of the church. While Paul visits other
Roman colonies (e.g., Antioch of Pisidia, Iconium, and Lystra), only in Philippi
does Luke indicate that the city is a colony, describing it as “the first city of
Macedonia, a colony” (Acts 16:12). In contrast to the narrative of Paul’s visit
to other cities (cf. 13:5, 14, 43; 14:1; 17:1, 17; 18:4, 7, 19), Luke does not mention his preaching in synagogues, which probably reflects Luke’s knowledge of
the absence of Jews in the city. Luke indicates that Paul entered the city and
remained some days (Acts 16:12) before he went outside the city, expecting to
find a place of prayer (proseuchē) outside the gate (Acts 16:13). This information may also suggest a knowledge that only Roman cults were permitted within
the city walls. Although proseuchē can be synonymous with “synagogue” in
some instances, Luke is probably suggesting that the proseuchē is an informal
meeting place, apparently in the open air (BDAG 879). That Luke mentions
only women listeners also suggests an informal gathering (Acts 16:13). The only
convert named is Lydia, who, along with her household, was baptized (16:15).
Lydia is not Jewish but “one who worships God” (16:14), a term used frequently
for gentiles who attended synagogue services (cf. Acts 13:43, 50; 17:4, 17; 18:7).
That Paul’s first convert is a godfearing woman is consistent with Luke’s focus
on the conversion of godfearers (cf. 13:43; 17:4; 18:7). The establishment of the
church among godfearing women anticipates both the prominence of women
(cf. Phil. 4:2–3) and the exclusively gentile composition of the Philippian church.
According to the common pattern in the narrative of Paul’s preaching in
Acts, his preaching in each city is followed by the conversion of some from
the synagogue and by the hostility of others. Because of the hostility from
the synagogue, Paul must leave town prematurely (cf. Acts 13:48–52; 14:1–6,
19–21; 17:1–9, 10–13; 18:1–6; 19:8–10). In Philippi, however, the antagonists
are not Jews but the Roman populace. Indeed, the conflict with Roman power
dominates the narrative. While Luke first describes the conflict as the result
of the financial loss by the masters of a slave girl whom Paul healed from a
spirit of divination (Acts 16:19), the charges brought by the masters to the
magistrates and the crowds indicate that the larger issue was the conflict with
Rome. The charges are twofold. First, the masters charge that “these men are
Jews who are throwing our city into confusion” (16:20b), thus accusing Paul
and his companions of being politically subversive and a threat to the pax
Romana (Tellbe 2001, 234). Second, they charge that Paul and Silas “proclaim
customs [ethē] that are unlawful for us Romans to accept” (16:21). By healing a girl with a Pythian spirit—that is, one who was inspired by the Roman
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god Apollo—Paul challenged the god with whom Augustus identified himself
(Tellbe 2001, 237). The “customs” that Paul and Silas introduce involve an entire
way of life based on the good news (euangelion) of the crucified Savior who is
now Lord. Inasmuch as Roman ideology claimed that the power of Caesar is
the good news and that Caesar is Lord, the accusers bring a political charge
against Paul and Silas. The conflict resulted in one of many imprisonments suffered by Paul (cf. 2 Cor. 6:5; 11:23). As a result of the earthquake that occurred
while Paul and Silas were in prison, a second gentile household—that of the
unnamed jailer—was also baptized (Acts 16:33). At the end of the narrative,
Paul’s Roman citizenship is mentioned for the first time (Acts 16:37–40). In
describing the conflict that occurred in the city, Luke accurately depicts the
essential Roman character of Philippi, the gentile composition of the church,
and the conflict between the new movement and Rome.
While Paul does not refer to these events in the letters, Luke’s narrative is
consistent with Paul’s memory of the situation in Philippi. According to Acts
17:1–9, Paul went from Philippi to Thessalonica, where some also believed,
while others responded with hostility. In 1 Thessalonians, Paul recalls these
events, reminding the readers that he had preached to them only after he had
“suffered previously and been treated disgracefully” in Philippi (1 Thess. 2:2).
Although Luke reports the conversion of the households of Lydia and the
jailer, he does not mention the establishment of the church. However, Paul left
behind an established community with whom he shared a continuing relationship. The Philippians sent Paul financial support more than once (Phil. 4:16;
cf. 1:5; 4:15; cf. 2 Cor. 11:7–9), and they participated in the collection for the
saints in Jerusalem (2 Cor. 8:1–6; cf. Rom. 15:26). Paul’s statement that he
had “robbed other churches” in order to serve the Corinthians and that the
Macedonians had ministered to his needs (2 Cor. 11:8–9) is probably a reference to the support from the Philippians. When news of Paul’s imprisonment
reached them, they sent gifts to Paul that were delivered by their minister,
Epaphroditus (Phil. 2:25–29; 4:18), who almost died in the process.
The names of Lydia and the jailer never appear again, but four names of
the Philippian members appear in the letter. Epaphroditus (2:25–30), Euodia,
and Syntyche (4:2) are Greek names, apparently of servile origin. Clement (4:3)
is a common Roman name. Neither elite Roman citizens nor Jews appear to
be members of the Philippian church. These names probably offer a window
into the composition of the Philippian church, suggesting that the community
is composed primarily of freed slaves.
Occasion and Literary Integrity
Philippians, like the other Pauline letters, is a continuation of an earlier communication and a substitute for Paul’s presence. Any attempt to determine the
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Figure 4. The Crenides River, the apparent location of Lydia’s baptism

immediate occasion for this stage in Paul’s conversation with the Philippians
requires the resolution of a prior question that has puzzled scholars since
the seventeenth century. Interpreters have attempted to explain the change of
tone between 3:1 (“rejoice in the Lord”) and 3:2 (“look out for the dogs, look
out for the evil workers, look out for the mutilators”). Is Philippians a single
letter written on one occasion or a composite of two or more letters written
at different occasions? In the twentieth century a near-consensus emerged,
especially among German scholars, that Philippians is a composite of two
or three letters written on different occasions. Interpreters have observed the
following:
• The section 1:1–3:1 has the common structure of a complete Pauline
letter, including the salutation (1:1–2), thanksgiving (1:3–11), disclosure formula describing recent events (1:12–26), paraenetic instructions
(1:27–2:18), a travel report (2:19–30), and “finally” followed by “rejoice
in the Lord” (3:1), a common feature at the end of Paul’s letters (cf.
2 Cor. 13:11).
• Only in 1:1–3:1 does Paul mention his imprisonment.
• In 3:2–21 Paul warns against false teachers, who are not mentioned in
1:1–3:1. The polemical tone of 3:2 is a sharp break from the more irenic
tone of 1:1–3:1. Thus interpreters have maintained that 3:2–21 is part of
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a separate letter and that it has both a different occasion and purpose.
It is a polemical response to false teaching in Philippi.
• Scholars have also noticed that the note of thanks in 4:10–20 is anomalous
at the end of a letter. As a thank you note, it comes at an unexpected
place. The passage is a self-contained unit without reference to the rest
of the letter.
As a result of this analysis, interpreters have argued that Philippians is a
composite of two or three letters. Some (e.g., Gnilka 1968, 10–13) combine
4:10–20 with 1:1–3:1, maintaining that Philippians is composed of two letters.
The more common view is that Philippians incorporates all or part of three
letters, written in the following sequence. Letter A (4:10–20), a brief thank-you
note, was sent first, shortly after Paul received the gift brought by Epaphroditus
(see 4:18). Letter B (1:1–3:1) was sent from prison to reassure and console the
Philippians (cf. Standhartinger 2006a, 417–35). Letter C (3:2–21) was sent after
Paul learned more about the situation in Philippi. Among those who maintain
that Philippians is a composite letter, disagreement exists over the placement of
4:1–9 and the concluding greetings in 4:21–23 (cf. Bormann 1995, 110–15; Garland 1985, 155). Thus a composite letter presupposes more than one occasion.
Because false teachers are mentioned only in 3:2–21, this section has been
the focus of attempts to reconstruct the identity of the opponents and the
occasion either for this unit or for the entire letter. The “dogs, the evil workers, and the mutilators” (3:2) are one group. The reference to the mutilators
(katatomē) as paronomasia on peritomē (circumcision) suggests that the opponents are identical to those Paul combats in Galatians. At the end of the
chapter (3:18–19), Paul warns against enemies of the cross of Christ “whose
god is the belly.” Some exegetes argue that Paul, in his statement “not that I
have been made perfect” (3:12), engages in a polemic against those who claim
to have reached perfection. These scattered references have suggested to some
interpreters that Paul is fighting on two fronts (against Judaizers in 3:2–11
and against libertines in 3:18–19) or against one group, which they describe
by synthesizing the evidence. Walter Schmithals (1957, 315) argues that the
opponents are Jewish Christian Gnostics who both insist on circumcision
and claim to have reached perfection (cf. Koester 1961–62, 331–32). Neither
solution, however, is satisfactory. No evidence exists for the Jewish Christian Gnostics proposed by Schmithals. Furthermore, chapter 3 engages in no
polemic against these false teachers but is primarily Paul’s autobiographical
reflection and call for imitation (3:17). The opponents are negative examples
that provide the background for recognizing Paul as the positive example.
While the false teachers may be a potential threat to the church, Paul gives no
indication that they are a present threat to the community.
While theories about the composite nature of Philippians and the polemical
nature of chapter 3 have been widely accepted, scholars in the past generation
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have demonstrated the unity of the letter. Loveday Alexander (1989, 92–94)
maintains that Philippians contains the basic topics found in ancient family
letters, including the salutation (1:1–2), reassurances from the sender, report
of recent events (1:12–26), prayer for the recipients (1:3–11), and final greetings
(4:21–23). She argues that family letters did not contain the linear argument
that is expected from a speech or essay. Recent studies have identified Philippians as a letter of friendship, observing that the language of friendship appears in every section of the letter. David Garland (1985, 158) demonstrated
numerous thematic and verbal connections between chapters 2 and 3. Chapter
2 portrays the downward spiral of Jesus’s descent from his status “in the
form of God” to his death on the cross (2:6–8), while chapter 3 depicts Paul’s
downward spiral from the benefits he once had to his being “conformed” to
the death of Christ (3:10).
Other thematic links indicate the unity of Philippians. Garland (1985) has
observed the close parallel between the instruction in 1:27–30 and 4:2–3. One
may also observe the close verbal links between the thanksgiving in 1:3–11 and
the final thank-you note in 4:10–20. These verbal links indicate that Philippians
is a singular communication from Paul to the Philippians. Consequently, the
letter has a single occasion and purpose (Reed 1997, 416–18).
The immediate occasion for the letter is Paul’s imprisonment (1:7, 13–14,
17), to which he refers as “the things that have happened to me” (1:12; cf.
2:23). Paul has been imprisoned many times (2 Cor. 6:5; 11:23), but now he
anticipates a trial in which he will give a defense (1:7), recognizing that this
imprisonment may result in a death sentence (1:21–26). His conflict with
Roman power is evident in his reference to the praetorian guard (1:13) and to
Caesar’s household (4:22). He does not mention either the place or the conditions of his imprisonment because his focus is on the future of the church he
has established. He refers to his imprisonment only with the word desmos (lit.
“shackles”), but he does not indicate whether the term is intended literally or
metaphorically. Shackles were common in ancient prisons, where the prisoners
were bound at the feet, hands, and neck (Standhartinger 2013, 147; Wansink
1996, 46–49). Unlike others who write from prison, he does not mention the
torture, the darkness, the hygienic conditions, the hunger, or the oppressive
heat that accompanied imprisonment (cf. Standhartinger 2013, 148–52). That
Paul receives visitors, sends messengers, and writes letters may suggest that
his imprisonment corresponds to the house arrest described in Acts 28:23–25.
While tradition has consistently maintained that Philippians is written from
Rome during the imprisonment described in Acts 28, interpreters in the past
century have disputed the Roman provenance of the letter, observing that the
multiple communications suggested in 2:19–30 and the distance between Rome
and Philippi require an extended period of time. Observing that Paul was in
prison many times, interpreters have suggested that Philippians was written
either during the Caesarean imprisonment (see Acts 23:33–26:32) or from
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Ephesus. Because of the proximity between Ephesus and Philippi and Paul’s
extended stay in Ephesus, many scholars conclude that Philippians was written
from Ephesus. However, the traditional view that the letter was written from
Rome is the most likely. Neither Acts nor Paul refers to an Ephesian imprisonment. The extended imprisonment described at the end of Acts coheres with
the situation in Philippians. The references to the “praetorian guard” (1:13)
and to “Caesar’s household” (4:22) most likely suggest that Paul is in Rome
(Schnelle 1998, 131–32; Cassidy 2001, 126). The references to an impending
trial that could result in a death sentence make Rome the most likely place of
writing. Paul probably wrote around 62 CE.
The occasion for Philippians is not only Paul’s imprisonment but also the
events in Philippi that endanger the church. His assurance to the community
that his imprisonment will “rather result in the advance of the gospel” (1:12)
suggests that the Philippians are anxious (cf. 4:6) about the future of the
gospel as well as their own future. The exhortation not to be intimidated by
the adversaries (1:28) suggests that the Philippians are also confronted by
Roman power and the charges of sedition. Indeed, Paul indicates that the
Philippians suffer (1:28), are partners in tribulation (4:14), and are engaged
in the same struggle with him (1:30). The consistent theme of suffering (e.g.,
1:28–30; 2:8; 3:10; 4:14–15) suggests that the church is faced with adversaries from the local populace. The original charges that Paul undermines the
unity of Roman society were probably also directed at the local community
(Portefaix 1988, 188–90).
Two major themes of Philippians give a further indication of the issues
facing the Philippian church. Paul’s references to suffering and death offer
a window into the questions that the Philippians are asking. He repeatedly
mentions his imprisonment (1:7, 13–14, 17), suffering (1:30; 3:10; 4:14), and
readiness for death (1:18–26; 2:17). He offers the example of Jesus as one
who died on a cross (2:8) and recalls that Epaphroditus nearly died (2:25–30).
While he desires to share in the sufferings of Christ, he warns of those who
are enemies of the cross of Christ (3:18–19). The worship of one who died
on a cross and the participation in his sufferings are contrary to the values of
the Roman society. Conversion to one who died on a cross would have been
a sign of disloyalty to the government, and it would have resulted in severe
economic and social consequences for believers, including their exclusion from
trade guilds, the rupture of social relations, and divorce by the unbelieving
spouse (cf. Oakes 2001, 63–70). Paul addresses this theme by interpreting their
suffering as the prelude to their ultimate glory, not as a misfortune. He intends
to give them a new phronēsis—a disposition and attitude—that is different
from that of the surrounding culture.
The second consistent theme is the unity of the community (1:27–2:5;
2:12–14; 4:2–3). Many interpreters maintain that the apparent quarrel between
Euodia and Syntyche is the occasion for Paul’s appeal to the community “to
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have the same mind-set” (4:2). However, the presence of adversaries is enough
to provide the background to Paul’s repeated insistence on unity. Believers were
probably divided over the proper response to their marginalization. While some
were steadfast in faith while being labeled enemies of the Roman order, others
were probably tempted to accommodate to the power of Rome.
Philippians, Epistolography, and Rhetoric
Philippians, like the other Pauline letters, is a substitute for Paul’s presence. Paul
adapts the common conventions of letter writing that have been attested in the
ancient papyri, including the identification of the author and recipient (1:1),
greeting (1:2), disclosure formula (1:12, “I want you to know”; cf. Rom. 1:13;
2 Cor. 1:8; 1 Thess. 4:13), a request introduced by parakalō (“I appeal,” 4:2),
and final greetings (4:21–23). As in his other letters, Paul has a thanksgiving
(1:3–11), autobiographical reflections (1:12–26; 3:2–21), an announcement of
an impending visit (2:19–30; cf. Rom. 15:22–29; 1 Cor. 4:14–21; 16:5–9; 2 Cor.
13:1–10; Philem. 22), and ethical exhortations (1:27–2:18; 4:1–9). Neither the
adaptation of the outer frame from ancient letter forms nor the itemizing of
the common topics that Philippians shares with other letters, however, explains the distinctive character of the letter. Consequently, interpreters have
attempted to gain a more precise understanding of the genre of Philippians
in order to determine its central focus.
Scholars in the last generation have observed the importance of letter writing
in antiquity and the classification of types of letters by epistolary theorists as
a clue to the distinctive character of Philippians. Of the twenty-one types of
letters identified by Demetrius, the friendly letter has significant parallels to
Philippians, as Loveday Alexander (1999) has shown. Like the friendly letter,
Philippians contains the theme of presence-absence (cf. 1:27; 2:12), a longing
to be reunited with the recipient (cf. 4:1), and an expression of concern for
the other (cf. 1:7).
Numerous phrases echo ancient discussions of friendship. Friends are “of
one soul” (cf. Phil. 1:27), think the same thing (cf. Phil. 2:2), and engage in the
sharing of gifts (cf. 4:10–20). Friends also present themselves as moral exemplars and write to encourage the formation of those who are less experienced.
The classic examples are the letters of Seneca to Lucilius, which contain the
personal example and moral advice of the older man to the younger man. In
Philippians, Paul presents himself as an example to the readers (see 1:12–26;
3:2–21; 4:10–20) and gives moral advice (1:27–2:18; 4:1–9). Thus several scholars (e.g., Stowers 1991, 107; White 1990, 206–7) have identified these parallels
and described Philippians as a hortatory letter of friendship (Fitzgerald 1992,
320; Stowers 1991, 107). John Fitzgerald (1996, 157) concludes that the purpose
of the letter is to elevate the Philippians’ understanding of friendship.
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An Example of a Letter of Friendship
“Even though I have been separated from you for a long time, I suffer this in body only.
For I can never forget you or the impeccable way we were raised together from childhood up. Knowing that I myself am genuinely concerned about your affairs, and that
I have worked unstintingly for what is most advantageous for you, I have assumed
that you, too, have the same opinion of me, and will refuse me in nothing. You will do
well, therefore, to give close attention to the members of my household lest they need
anything, to assist them in whatever they might need, and to write us about whatever
you should choose.” (Pseudo-Demetrius, Epistolary Types, Malherbe 1988, 33)

Loveday Alexander notes the numerous parallels between Philippians and
ancient family letters. In comparing Philippians to a letter of Apolinaris to
his mother, she notes that the latter has, in addition to the introductory and
concluding formulae, a prayer for the recipient, a message of assurance from
the traveler that all is well (“I want you to know that I got to Rome all right”),
and a request for information about the recipient. The purpose of the letter
is to strengthen familial bonds. She sees a similar purpose in Philippians (Alexander 1989, 87–101).
Unlike ancient letters, however, Philippians is not private correspondence, but
oral communication dictated to an amanuensis and read to an assembled congregation. The letter never uses the terms philia (friendship) or philos (friend), and
the readers are composed of an assembly of men and women (and presumably
children), not the aristocratic participants in the letters of friendship. Because
of the oral nature of Paul’s letters, scholars have employed the categories from
ancient rhetorical theorists to understand the argument of Philippians. Ancient
handbooks delineated rhetoric as the study of invention, arrangement, style,
memory, and delivery. They classified speeches according to the setting in which
they were delivered: (a) forensic oratory for the law court argued over events
of the past; (b) deliberative oratory, intended for the democratic assembly,
argued about the future course of action; and (c) epideictic oratory, the speech
of praise or blame, was intended for festive occasions. Among the categories
of ancient rhetoric, interpreters have given special attention to the invention
and arrangement of Paul’s letters, demonstrating that they present persuasive
arguments that can be analyzed with rhetorical categories.
Philippians, like Paul’s other letters, does not fit precisely into either the
ancient epistle or oration. Paul’s letters are intended to be heard by a community in a setting that is not comparable to those of the ancient letter or
speech. He speaks with authority, gives commands, and employs arguments that
were unknown to ancient rhetorical theorists. Nevertheless, one can observe
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in Philippians features that can be explained on the basis of ancient rhetoric.
As letters intended to shape the future course of action, most of Paul’s letters
have points of similarity to the deliberative speech. While the salutation and
the greetings have the closest parallel to ancient letters, the body of Paul’s letters reflects a rhetorical strategy that can be analyzed with the categories of
ancient rhetoric. One can observe the development of Philippians as a coherent
argument that corresponds largely to the arrangement that ancient rhetorical
theorists (e.g., Aristotle, Cicero, Quintilian) commended.
Exordium (1:1–11). The handbooks indicate that the purpose of the exordium is to introduce the topic and make the audience favorably disposed, thus
preparing the hearer for the message that follows (cf. Aristotle, Rhet. 3.14.6).
Philippians 1:3–11, like the other thanksgivings in Paul’s letters, performs that
function. Paul makes the audience favorably disposed by recalling his prayers
for them (1:3–6, 9–11) and by describing his concern for his listeners (1:7–8).
He describes their partnership in God’s grace (1:7) and expresses confidence
in their future (1:6, 9–11; cf. Quintilian, Inst. or. 4.1, 34, 419).
Paul introduces the topics for discussion in 1:3–11. In 1:4 he mentions his
joy, introducing a major theme of the book (see 1:18; 2:18; 3:1; 4:4). In 1:7 he
uses the phrase touto phronein (“think this”), introducing the letter’s pervasive use of the word phronein (cf. 2:5; 3:15; 4:10). In his thankfulness for their
partnership (koinōnia, 1:5; cf. synkoinōnoi, 1:7), he introduces a major theme
of the book (cf. 2:1; 3:10). Their partnership involves both financial support
and participation in suffering (4:14–15). In 1:7 he mentions his imprisonment
for the first time, anticipating further references in 1:13–14, 17. In his confidence that God will bring them to completion (1:6), he anticipates 2:12–13.
His prayer that they abound in love (1:9) and choose the better things (1:10)
points forward to the moral instruction in the remainder of the letter.
Narratio (1:12–26). In the narratio, the speaker describes and interprets
recent events (Cicero, Inv. 1.19.27). The narratio provides the occasion for the
speaker to offer an insight into his own character. According to Aristotle, the
diēgesis (Latin narratio) must be able to reflect the ethos of the speaker (Rhet.
3.16.8). Quintilian declares that one should gain faith and trust, which derive
from the personal reputation of the speaker (Inst. or. 4.2.25). Paul’s letters
frequently proceed from the thanksgiving to autobiographical reflection and
a rehearsal of recent events (cf. 1 Cor. 1:10–17; 2 Cor. 1:8–2:13; Gal. 1:10–21;
1 Thess. 2:1–12). Prior to making a request, Paul presents his own ethos as an
example for the readers. Paul’s thanksgiving is followed by news about himself
and an interpretation of the news of his imprisonment (1:12–26). He informs
the Philippians of recent events and presents himself as a model of one who
can rejoice in the midst of suffering before he makes a request to the readers.
Thus this section functions as the narratio (Greek diēgesis), which recalls
and interprets recent events. As one who faces hostility and imprisonment,
he exhibits the confident outlook that he expects of his listeners in their own
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difficult situation. His narratio prepares the way for the instructions to the
Philippians to face adversity with a mind-set similar to that of himself. More
than any other letter, Philippians uses the first-person singular and the call
for imitation (cf. 3:17; 4:9).
Propositio (1:27–30). The propositio states the thesis of the argument and
outlines the case to be argued. Paul’s letters frequently contain a thesis statement that is the basis for the argument. In 1:27–30 Paul turns from his own
affairs to his primary interest: the formation of the community. In the imperative “Live out your citizenship worthily of the Lord” (1:27), he anticipates
the later claim that our citizenship is in heaven (3:20). The exhortation to
maintain harmony in the face of adversity is the central argument of the letter
(1:27; cf. 2:1–4, 14–15; 4:2–3). The foci of unity and suffering will dominate
the remainder of the letter.
Probatio (2:1–4:1). The probatio is the basic argument of the speech. After
stating his thesis (1:27–30), Paul argues the case in 2:1–4:1, demonstrating how
the community can live in harmony in the midst of adversity. In the first argument, he appeals not to Scripture but to the community’s story, indicating that
the community can be of one mind if it recalls the mind it has in Christ. Paul’s
desire is to develop a common phronēsis, or moral reasoning, that is contrary
to the dominant phronēsis in the society. He argues both from example and
from the new phronēsis that comes with the story of Christ.
a. 2:1–11. In 2:1–11 Paul elaborates on the imperative in 1:27 (2:1–4) and
argues the case by recalling the story of Christ. This is both an argument
from example and a narratival description of the reversal of values that
is required to maintain unity.
b. 2:12–18. The imperatives in 2:12–18 continue an elaboration on the
propositio in 1:27–30 and describe the implications of the story of
Christ in 2:1–11 for communal behavior. Paul establishes the moral
reasoning (phronēsis) that he encourages, calling for readers to work
out their own salvation by conforming to the story in 2:6–11.
c. 2:19–30. While the future travels of Timothy and Epaphroditus recall
the travelogue in Paul’s other letters (cf. Rom. 15:22–29; 1 Cor. 16:5–9;
Philem. 22), Paul’s focus here is on these two coworkers as the embodiment of the values he commends. This is an argument from example,
one of the commonplace proofs in ancient rhetoric.
d. 3:1–4:1. Interpreters have frequently examined chapter 3 to determine the
nature of the opposition Paul faces. While the opponents are mentioned
only in 3:2, 18–19, in the remainder of the chapter Paul presents himself
as an example to emulate (3:17). Paul mentions opponents in contexts
where they function as the alternative to the appropriate conduct (see
2:20–21). He is less interested in real opponents than he is in drawing
a sharp contrast between hypothetical opponents and the appropriate
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mind-set (see 3:15). The primary function of the opponents is as a negative model (Wick 1994, 92). They are the antitype of those who have
the mind of Christ (Wick 1994, 92). They are not prepared to humble
themselves and conform their lives to the cross.
Peroratio (4:2–23). The function of the peroratio is to recapitulate the argument. The final chapter of Philippians recapitulates the major themes of the
letter; thus it functions as the peroratio of the letter. The appeal to Euodia
and Syntyche to think the same thing (4:2) recalls the earlier appeal to the
whole community to think the same thing (2:2). The memory that Euodia and
Syntyche “struggled together” (4:3) recalls Paul’s earlier instruction for the
whole community to “struggle together” (1:27). The exhortation to “rejoice
in the Lord” (4:4) recapitulates a constant thread from the earlier parts of the
letter (2:18; 3:1). The exhortation not to be anxious (4:6) reiterates the earlier
encouragement not to be intimidated by the adversaries (1:28).
Philippians 4:10–20 is neither a letter fragment nor merely a thank-you note
but a recapitulation of a major theme of the letter and intended to strengthen
the relationship between Paul and the Philippians (cf. Snyman 2007, 175). Paul
is oblique in expressing gratitude because he has a larger rhetorical purpose. His
self-presentation in 4:11–13 concludes a series of autobiographical reflections
(1:12–26; 3:2–21), adding pathos to the argument. Interpreters have observed
the significant links between the exordium (1:3–11) and 4:10–20.
“I rejoiced in the Lord” (4:10)

“with joy” (1:4; cf. 1:18; 2:18; 3:1)

“To think about me” (4:10, hyper emou
phronein)

“to think about you” (1:7, phronein hyper
pantōn hymōn)

Partners (synkoinōnoi) in affliction (4:14)

partners (synkoinōnoi) in grace (1:7)

You partnered (ekoinōnēsen, 4:15)

partnership (koinōnia, 1:5)

While the form of the concluding comments in 4:21–23 conform to the
customary end of a letter, they also serve a rhetorical purpose. The greetings
to “all the saints” (4:21) form an inclusio with the opening salutation “to all
the saints in Christ Jesus” (1:1) and Paul’s thanksgiving “for all of you” (1:4),
reaffirming the emphasis on the unity of the community (Snyman 2007, 181).
Greetings from “those who are in Caesar’s household” (4:22) reassures a community suffering under Roman power that the gospel has even reached into
the heart of the Roman Empire. Thus their struggle is not in vain.
The Purpose of Philippians
The ultimate purpose of Philippians, and indeed of Paul’s entire ministry, is
to ensure that the community he established will be blameless at the day of
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Introduction to Philippians

An Outline of Philippians
Exordium: Thanksgiving and prayer
for moral formation (1:1–11)
Opening greetings: Establishing a relationship (1:1–2)
The thanksgiving: Between past and
future (1:3–11)
Partnership in the past (1:3–6)
Affections and partnership (1:7–8)
Petition for the future (1:9–11)

Narratio: The present and future advance of the gospel (1:12–26)
The advance of the gospel in the present (1:12–18a)
The advance of the gospel in the future (1:18b–26)
Paul’s imprisonment and ultimate salvation (1:18b–20)
Living and dying (1:21–24)
Paul’s continuing presence and the joy
of faith (1:25–26)

Propositio: Citizens united in an alternative commonwealth (1:27–30)
Probatio: Examples of faithful living
(2:1–4:1)
The ultimate example (2:1–11)
A reversal of values (2:1–4)
The mind of Christ (2:5–11)

Following the example of Christ
(2:12–18)
God at work (2:12–13)

A blameless and pure community
(2:14–16)
Poured out as a libation (2:17–18)

The examples of Timothy and Epaphroditus (2:19–30)
The example of Timothy (2:19–24)
The example of Epaphroditus (2:25–30)

The example of Paul (3:1–4:1)
Rejoice in the Lord (3:1)
Paul’s conversion and change of values
(3:2–11)
The true circumcision (3:2–3)
Paul’s gains and losses (3:4–7)
Paul’s participation in the sufferings of
Christ (3:8–11)

From the present to the future
(3:12–21)
Pressing on to perfection (3:12–14)
Acquiring a new mind-set (3:15–16)
Good and bad examples (3:17–21)

Concluding the argument: Stand firm
(4:1)

Peroratio: Summarizing the case
(4:2–23)
Concluding instructions: United in
moral behavior (4:2–9)
The “same mind” for Euodia and Syntyche (4:2–3)
Final ethical advice (4:4–9)

The “thankless thanks” (4:10–20)
Final greetings: A community in God’s
grace (4:21–23)

Christ (2:16–17; cf. 1:10; 1 Cor. 1:8). The Philippian church faces major obstacles, however, before it can reach that goal. Indeed, according to all normal
calculations, a community that probably includes fewer than fifty people and
faces the derision and hostility of a proud Roman city has little chance of
survival. Paul writes to reassure the Philippians that apparent obstacles can be
the occasion for the advance of the gospel (1:12) and that the future belongs,
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The Purpose of Philippians

not to Roman power, but to the people of God (see 1:28; 3:20–21). His task is
to offer an alternative way of seeing reality and a set of values—a communal
phronēsis—that will produce the habits and conduct that will result in their
moral formation before the day of Christ.
Paul’s first task is to reaffirm the communal identity that will be the foundation for their way of life. While the majority population regards them with
disdain and hostility, Paul reminds them who they are (Kraftchik 2008, 241).
Only they among the residents of Philippi are “the saints” who are “in Christ”
(1:1). Unlike others, only they are the true “circumcision,” the people who
“worship in the Spirit and boast in God” (3:3), as Paul’s emphatic “we” indicates (3:3). That is, they have an identity within Israel, the ancient people of
God. In contrast to the “many” who are enemies of the cross, their “citizenship
is in heaven” (3:20). While the citizens of Philippi honor Caesar as Lord and
Savior, this community acknowledges the ultimate Lord and Savior. As these
contrasts indicate, while this community interacts daily with the larger society,
it has a clear identity that separates them from the larger society. Despite their
apparent insignificance, they shine as lights in the world (2:15).
Communal identity requires a shared narrative that unites the people, placing them within a larger story (Miller 2010, 13–14). While Paul places the
community within Israel’s story of the God who will ultimately triumph over
all other powers (3:20–21), the centerpiece of the community’s narrative is
the one who emptied himself (2:7), died on a cross (2:8), and was ultimately
exalted (2:9–11). This story, embodied in the lives of exemplars who also have
sacrificed themselves for the sake of others (2:19–30; 3:2–21), has become the
community’s story. It is a sharp alternative to the narrative of the larger society.
The believers also participate in the narrative of their own existence, for
they now exist in the middle between the time when God began a good work
in them and the time when God’s work among them will be complete (1:6).
Paul’s prayer for their moral formation (1:9–11) and his exhortations establish
a communal ethos and urge them to participate in God’s work of bringing
them to completion.
Their narrative provides their phronēsis, the moral reasoning that is the
foundation for their habits and conduct. The community will overcome the
obstacles that face them only when they are united by the story that shapes
their imagination and values.
The phronēsis is the foundation for the moral formation that he encourages
among his readers. The focus of the letter’s propositio is on the proper conduct
of those who belong to an alternative commonwealth. Thus the ultimate purpose of Philippians is to inculcate the behavior for which Paul prays (1:9–11),
a community composed of people with varied backgrounds who “think the
same thing” (2:2) and shine like stars among the residents of Philippi (2:15).
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