
obtaining the righteousness of God that comes through faith (3:4–11). Then 
he offers a series of pastoral exhortations (4:2–9), expresses his thanks to the 
church for the concern and support that they have offered him (4:10–20), and 
concludes with final greetings (4:21–23).

Historical Background

Paul’s letter to the Philippians is addressed to Christians in the Roman colony of 
Philippi, a medium-sized farming community whose unpretentious appearance 
was no measure of its ultimate significance in world history. Philippi is located 
in what is now northern Greece, about one hundred miles east of Thessalonica. 
In Paul’s day both cities belonged to the Roman province of Macedonia. Thes-
salonica was the capital (see map 17.1), but Philippi was also an important site 
because, like Thessalonica, it was a stop along the Via Egnatia, a Roman road 
that stretched from the Bosporus Strait across modern-day Bulgaria, Greece, 
and Albania to the Adriatic Sea (see fig. 20.1). Philippi was just ten miles in-
land from Neapolis, the eastern port through which people (and goods) from 
Asia came into Macedonia when arriving by sea. Thus the town of Philippi, 
though surrounded by farmlands, was located at the junction where the route 
inland from the sea connected with the major thoroughfare of the Via Egnatia.

Some four hundred years before Paul, Philip II (the father of Alexander 
the Great) had conquered this area, and in naming Philippi after himself he 
must have had a sense of the city’s potential importance. The Romans took 
over two centuries later, and then in 42 BCE Philippi earned renown as the site 
where Marc Antony and Octavian (later to become Caesar Augustus) defeated 
Brutus and Cassius, the assassins of Julius Caesar. Veterans of the victorious 
armies were settled here, and Philippi became something of a retirement com-
munity for military personnel, a pleasant haven where former soldiers could 
enjoy a decent standard of living augmented by conferral of Roman citizenship 
and consequent exemption from all taxes. Of course, not all the population 
would have been so blessed, but the value that came to be placed on Roman 

Via Egnatia: a road 
constructed by the 
Romans in the sec-
ond century BCE; it 
crossed the Roman 
provinces of Illyri-
cum, Macedonia, and 
Thrace.

Box 18.1

Bishops and Deacons
Paul mentions “bishops and deacons” in his opening salutation to the Philippians (1:1). Much 

more is said elsewhere in the New Testament about the qualifications and responsibilities of 

persons holding such church offices (1 Tim. 3:1–13; Titus 1:7–9). We do not know, however, 

whether the terms meant the same thing in every locale. The word “bishop” (in Greek, epis-

kopos) means “overseer,” and the word “deacon” (in Greek, diakonos) means “one who 

serves.” At the time Paul wrote to the Philippians, these words may have been fairly generic 

designations for church leaders rather than technical terms for particular orders of clergy.

359Historical Background

_Powell_IntroNT2ed_BB_bb.indd   359 2/1/18   2:47 PM

Published by Baker Academic 
© 2018 Mark Allan Powell




