
We may note in passing a couple of oddities about the letter. One section 
(3:1b–4:3) has a markedly different tone than the rest (warnings against en-
emies in a letter that is otherwise happy and upbeat). And one passage seems 
to indicate that Epaphroditus has just arrived (4:18), whereas another implies 
that he has been with Paul for a considerable period of time (2:25–30). For 
these and other reasons, some scholars wonder if the letter in our possession 
might be a composite of two or three letters that Paul wrote to the Philippians.

Nevertheless, the letter as we have it fits the general form for what is called 
a “friendship letter.” Paul’s main purpose in writing may be simply to update 
his friends and ministry partners on his personal situation (1:12–26), to ease 
their minds with regard to the health of Epaphroditus (2:25–30), and to thank 
them for the gift that Epaphroditus delivered (4:10–20). He offers words of 
consolation as an antidote for any discouragement that they might be feeling 
over his imprisonment or their own suffering. Intertwined with such concerns 
is some teaching on matters relevant to the church’s situation, so that they will 
not be intimidated by their enemies (1:28), led astray by false teachers (3:2), or 
hindered by internal dissension (4:2–3). It is possible that the emphasis on joy 
has been prompted by such concerns: Paul stresses positive responses to the 
gospel not because he happens to be feeling particularly happy or confident at 
this point in time but because this church is in danger of allowing anxiety to 
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Box 18.3

Trouble in Philippi
Paul’s letter to the Philippians is not particularly polemical, but references to opponents or en-

emies do appear here and there.

Text Comment Possible Reference

1:15–18 Some proclaim Christ out of false motives: envy, 
rivalry, and selfish ambition.

Christian missionaries who compete with Paul 
and create factions in the church (cf. 1 Cor. 
1:11–13)

1:28–30 Opponents cause the Philippians to suffer the 
same struggles that Paul experienced as a mis-
sionary in the city.

Nonbelievers who persecute Christians (cf. Acts 
16:19–39; 2 Cor. 1:8–9; 6:4–5; 11:23–26)

3:2 Evil workers (whom Paul calls “dogs”) insist on 
“mutilating the flesh.”

Jewish Christians who say that all Christians must 
be circumcised (cf. Gal. 5:2–12)

3:18–19 Many live as “enemies of the cross,” having their 
belly as their god, glorying in their shame, and 
setting their minds on earthly things.

Christians who seek power and glory apart from 
suffering and service (cf. 1 Cor. 1:18–2:5; 2 Cor. 
10–12)

Note that only the second reference (1:28–30) is to troublemakers who are definitely in Philippi. 

The first reference (1:15–18) is to people in the area where Paul is in prison. The last two refer-

ences could be to troublemakers who are in Philippi, but it is possible that Paul is simply warning 

the Philippians about the kinds of people who have caused trouble elsewhere: the Judaizers in 

Galatia (see “Historical Background” in chap. 16) and the “super-apostles” in Corinth (see “His-

torical Background” in chap. 15).
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