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The Epistle to the 
Philippians 

 

 

 

 

Philippians 1:3-6 I thank my God in all my 

remembrance of you, always in every prayer of mine 

for you all making my prayer with joy,  because of 

your partnership in the gospel from the first day 

until now. And I am sure of this, that he who began 

a good work in you will bring it to completion at the 

day of Jesus Christ. 

 
 

 

ABOUT THE BOOK 

AUTHOR AND DATE: Paul 

probably wrote his letter to 

the church at Philippi while he 

was in a Roman prison, 

awaiting Emperor Nero’s 

verdict regarding his case, 

around 60 A.D. It along with 

Colossians, Philemon, and 

Ephesians are collectively 

referred to as Paul’s “prison 

epistles”.  

CITY: Philippi was located 

near modern northeastern 

Greece. Philippi as a city was 

a Roman colony. Pride of 

which permeated the culture 

there. It had a population no 

greater than 10,000. 

THEME: Paul’s love for the 

Philippian church is clearly 

seen throughout his heartfelt 

letter. Paul repeatedly 

returns to the theme of joy 

throughout this book. So 

much so that Philippians has 

been called “the epistle of 

joy”. Neither Paul nor the 

Philippians were experiencing 

happy circumstances and so 

the emphasis on joy is quite  

remarkable. 
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Introduction 
The Church at Philippi 

 
1. Using a study Bible or similar resource, write some interesting facts about 

the city of Philippi.  

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 
We find the beginning of the Philippian church in Acts 16. Read Acts 16 in order 
to be able to answer the questions below. 
 

2. According to verse 9, why did Paul go to the province of Macedonia? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. How is Philippi described in verse 12? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 
Upon entering a city, Paul would generally immediately find the local synagogue 
and there preach Christ to the Jews. In Philippi however, it seems that there 
were not enough Jewish men to sustain a synagogue (at least 10 were required). 

 
 
I thank my God in all my 

remembrance of you, 

always in every prayer of 

mine for you all making 

my prayer with joy, 

because of your 

partnership in the gospel 

from the first day until 

now. 

~ 

PHILIPPIANS 1:3-5 

 
 

By reading chapter 15 and 16, 
can you determine who Paul’s 
3 companions were during his 

trip to Macedonia? 
 

1.  
 

2.  
 

3.  
 

(compare Acts 16:16 & 18 to 
determine the 3rd companion) 
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For this reason, Paul does something else on the Sabbath. According to verse 
13, where did Paul go? Why did he go there? Who did he encounter there? 
 
_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. What are four things we learn about the woman in verse 14? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. According to verse 14-15, how did Lydia come to believe the gospel which 
Paul preached? What did she do after she believed? What did she offer Paul 
and his companions? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

6. Read Acts 16:16-24. Who delivered Paul and Silas to the rulers? Why? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

LYDIA 
 
 Lydia was a “seller of 

purple”. That is, she sold 
costly articles which were 
dyed purple. 
 

 The fact that purple dye 
was so costly accounts for 
the fact that it became a 
mark of rank and nobility. 
Only the very rich could 
afford it. 
 

 The purple dye which 
Lydia traded in was 
extracted from the murex 
shellfish. 
 

 Because of the costly 
nature of Lydia’s garments, 
she was most likely a 
wealthy woman. 

 
ROMAN CULTURE 
 
 The culture in Philippi was 

thoroughly Roman. They 
prided themselves on this 
fact. This is seen in their 
reason for delivering Paul 
and Silas to the rulers in 
verses 21-22. 
 

 It is also seen in the fear 
which overcame them 
when they realized they 
had punished and 
imprisoned Roman citizens 
without a trial. (v36-39) 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 

7. Read Acts 16:25-34. According to verse 30, the jailer responsible for Paul 
and Silas got saved. What about his experience in this passage do you think 
helped contribute to his desire to be saved? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 

8. According to verse 31-34, was it just the jailer who got saved? Explain.  

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

Think about these questions so that we can discuss them in class. 

a) What does the fact that God started the church at Philippi with the 
salvation of Lydia tell us about God’s view of women and their role in 
the church? 
 

b) Considering the fact that Paul and Silas were beaten and imprisoned 
before the Philippian jailer got saved, what can we conclude about how 
God uses difficulties? How might things have ended differently if they 
did not maintain joy through their trials (v25)? 
 

c) Why do you think Paul stood up for his rights as a Roman citizen in verse 
37-40? When is it appropriate to “fight for our rights”? When is it not? 

 
 

What similarities do you see 
in the events surrounding 
the salvation of Lydia and 

the Philippian jailer? 
Compare verses 31-34 and 

verse 15. 
 
 
 
 

____________ 

 
 
 

 
 
 AND A CHURCH IS BORN 

~ 

Paul and his companions 

received a vision from 

God directing them to 

Macedonia. Acts 16 shows 

us exactly why. There a 

woman named Lydia was 

saved – and her 

household. Later, a jailer 

and his household. These 

early converts were the 

first Christians in Philippi 

and set the foundation for 

a church which Paul 

would come to love and 

rejoice in. 

 



 Growth Tracks – Through the Bible 
 

(2-11)-4 

 
 

I think that sometimes when we read the Bible we forget that the churches to 

whom Paul wrote were made up of real people who, more times than not, he 

was instrumental in leading to Christ. This is definitely true regarding the church 

at Philippi.  

As we will see throughout our study of this book, Paul loved them deeply. This 

deep affection began long before he wrote his letter to the church. It began in 

Acts 16 when he first preached to a faithful woman by a river and comforted a 

frightened jailer in prison. These people had names and Paul grew close to each 

of them. 

 

The church at Philippi would grow into a vibrant community of believers. These 

men and women loved the Apostle Paul just as he loved them. They expressed 

their care through sacrificial giving and through faithful labouring in spreading 

the good news which Paul first delivered to them. 

 

  

 

 

For this Week 

 Read the passages necessary to complete the questions in this study. 

 Be sure to read the facts found in the margins of this study. 

 Read all four chapters of the book of Philippians. 

 Pay special attention to Philippians 1:1-11 as it will be the basis for the 

next study.  

  

 
 

 After reading about Paul 
and his companions and 
the way in which they 
handled trouble, who 
might you pray to God 
regarding your own 
reactions to difficulties? 
 
 
 

 Paul had personal 
encounters with both 
Lydia and the jailer which 
resulted in their salvation. 
How might you pray so 
that God could use you 
lead others to Him? 
 
 
 

 Philippians 1 makes it clear 
that Paul found great 
spiritual joy in this church. 
He loved to hear of their 
growth and maturity. Do 
you have relationships like 
this? How might a desire 
for such relationships 
make you pray? 
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Chapter 1:3-8 
Paul’s Love and Affection for the Philippians 

 
 
In our last study, we saw the beginnings of the church at Philippi (Acts 16). 
There in the city, the Apostle Paul met a sincere, God-fearing woman named 
Lydia whom he lead to Christ. Later, after being cast into prison he lead his jailer 
to Christ. The households of both Lydia and the jailer were also saved. These 
two groups formed the foundation for what would become the very first 
European church.  
 
The Philippian church grew into a faithful community of believers. They deeply 
desired the gospel to spread and laboured and sacrificed toward that goal 
(1:5,7; 2 Cor 8:1-6). So much so that the Apostle Paul counted them as partners 
in the gospel (1:5).  
 
The Apostle Paul had great affection for this church (1:8). Their spiritual growth, 
sincere labour, love for one another, faithfulness through affliction and love and 
care for Paul, all endeared them to himself. As we will see in this study, the 
loving, mutually encouraging relationship between Paul and the Philippian 
church was a shining example of genuine Christian fellowship.  
 

9. According to verse 3, what caused Paul to have feelings of thankfulness 
towards God? Why do you think it is appropriate to thank God for people 
who encourage us spiritually? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

10. Paul’s thankfulness for the Philippian church lead him to pray for them. 
What two words in verse 4 make it clear that he was thankful for the entire 
church?  

_________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

 Philippi was a city in 
Macedonia – the northern 
Roman province of Greece. 
When Paul praised the 
Macedonians for the 
liberal and sacrificial giving 
in 2 Corinthians 8, he was 
referring to the churches 
at Philippi, Thessalonica 
and Berea. 
 

 Consider how he 
described this church to 
the Corinthians: We want 
you to know, brothers, 
about the grace of God 
that has been given 
among the churches of 
Macedonia, for in a severe 
test of affliction, their 
abundance of joy and their 
extreme poverty have 
overflowed in a wealth of 
generosity on their part. 
For they gave according to 
their means, as I can 
testify, and beyond their 
means, of their own 
accord, begging us 
earnestly for the favor of 
taking part in the relief of 
the saints-- and this, not as 
we expected, but they 
gave themselves first to 
the Lord and then by the 
will of God to us. (2 
Corinthians 8:1-5) 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

 

11. Verse 4. With what type of attitude did Paul pray for the Philippians? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

12. In verse 5, Paul shares one of the reasons that the Philippian church brought 
him such joy. What is it? How long had it taken place? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

The Apostle Paul had given his life to the advancement of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ (1:21; Gal 2:20). What he saw in the Philippian church was a community 
of believers who shared the same love and desire. They loved the Lord Jesus 
Christ and were zealous for the spread of the gospel.  
 
This fellowship (partnership) however was far more than connection around a 
common desire or goal. It was a Christian fellowship. That is, their love for one 
another was rooted in their common love for Christ. The deeper their love for 
God and desire to please him, the deeper became their bond with one another. 
This is what Christian fellowship is all about. It is a special, spiritual union which 
is forged by the Holy Spirit of God (Rom 12; 1 Cor 12:12ff; John 17:11,22). This 
fellowship grows deeper and sweeter when each party grows closer and more 
obedient to Christ. 
 
It is important for us to pause and be reminded that as special as this 
relationship was between Paul and the Philippians – it is not something which is 
unavailable to us. This sweet love and fellowship is alive and well today. We find 
it in every relationship held by growing believers. 
 

 
Have you experienced a similar fellowship to that which existed between the 
Paul and the Philippians? What makes this friendship of yours different from 
others? How can it grow even deeper? 

 
 
There are other real and 

sweet bonds of love and 

friendship, but the most 

real and sweetest is to be 

found in our common 

relation to Jesus Christ 

and in our co-operation in 

the work which is ours 

because it is His and we 

are His. 

~ 

Alexander MacLaren 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

13. When Paul thought about the Philippians, their love and growth not only 
brought him feelings of joy, but also confidence. According to verse 6, what 
was Paul “sure of”? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
 
As Paul observed and experienced the Philippians love and obedience and 
sacrifice it gave him confidence that God was indeed at work in them and that 
He would continue that work until the end. In other words, he was confident 
that they were genuine believers and that they would stay faithful all the way 
until the time of Christ’s return. Sadly, this is not always the case when Pastors 
consider the spiritual lives of their people. What might a Pastor observe which 
gives him confidence that people under his care will remain faithful until the 
end? What might shake that confidence? 
 
_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

Paul had confidence that the 
Philippians were genuine 
believers. He had plenty of 
evidence for it. For this reason, 
he was sure that the work 
which God begun would 
continue until the return of 
Christ. The idea of believers 
remaining faithful to Christ all 
the way until the end is what 
we refer to as the doctrine of 
perseverance.  
 
They, whom God hath 
accepted in his Beloved, 
effectually called, and 
sanctified by his Spirit, can 
neither totally nor finally fall 
away from the state of grace, 
but shall certainly persevere 
there in to the end, and be 
eternally saved. – The 
Westminster Confession of 
Faith 
 
God’s power is the decisive 
preserving force, but his 
power keeps his people 
through faith – that is, 
through the continuing, 
persevering faith that works 
through love in every believer 
(Gal 5:6). – Biblical Doctrine 
MacArthur 
 
Perseverance of the saints. 
The doctrine that all those 
who are truly “born again” 
will be kept by God’s power 
and will persevere as 
Christians until the end of 
their lives, and that only those 
who persevere until the end 
have been truly “born again”. 
– Systematic Theology, 
Wayne Grudem 
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14. In verse 7 Paul gives a little more detail regarding what he referred to as 
“partnership in the gospel” (v 5). He says they are “all partakers with me of 
grace”. In what two areas did they experience the grace of God along with 
Paul?  

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Remember, Paul wrote this letter from a prison in Rome. Some took advantage 
of his imprisonment to advance themselves (1:15-17), while others were 
encouraged to preach the gospel with even more boldness (1:14). The 
Philippians did not abandon Paul while he was in prison, but did the exact 
opposite. They sent gifts to him, giving sacrificially in order to help relieve his 
affliction (2:30; 4:18-19). In doing so, they were used by God as conduits of His 
grace toward Paul. Thus, God used them to support Paul’s ministry of the 
gospel. This is what Paul means when he says that they were “partakers of 
grace, both in my imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the 
gospel”. 
 

15. The love, growth and obedience of the Philippians was wonderful evidence 
that they were genuinely saved. They served and sacrificed joyfully for the 
purpose of spreading the gospel. This included deep love and support for 
the Apostle Paul and the work which God was doing through him. To have a 
church like this was an overwhelming joy to the Apostle Paul. Use a study 
Bible, commentary or other resource to express Paul’s love in verse 8, in 
your own words.  

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 

 
a) Paul could look at the lives of the Philippians and see evidence that God 

was at work. If the Apostle Paul, or anyone else were to look at your life, 

 
 

 Paul begins his letter by 
telling the church that he 
thanks God for them 
continually. Consider who 
you might thank God for 
when you pray. 
 
 

 You have some friendships 
which do not feature the 
kind of sweet, Christian 
fellowship which existed 
between Paul and the 
Philippian. How might you 
pray in order to 
encourage this to 
develop? 
 
 
 

 Paul was encouraged by 
the Philippians because of 
their sacrificial service and 
support of him in the 
advancement of the 
gospel. What are you 
doing to help spread the 
gospel? Consider praying 
to God for wisdom in how 
you can be used by Him 
for that purpose. 
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what type of evidence would they find which would give them 
confidence that God was at work and that this work would continue for 
your entire life? 
 

b) Paul said to the Philippians “I yearn for you all with the affection of 
Christ Jesus”. His love relationship with them was based upon a 
foundation of Christlike love. What are some bad foundations upon 
which we might build relationships? 
 

c) What are some practical ways we can encourage our relationships to 
grow into the type of spiritual fellowship which Paul had with the 
Philippians? 
 

 
 

The most rewarding and encouraging thing a faithful Pastor can experience is 

the spiritual growth of the people under his watchcare. For this reason, a Pastor 

longs to see the type of growth which Paul saw in the Philippians.  

 

In what ways is such consistent growth and obedience encouraging to a Pastor?  

 It is evidence that God is at work 
 

 It is an affirmation that God is blessing his labour 
 

 It gives a sense of encouragement knowing that those under his 
watchcare are also labouring alongside him for a common goal 
 

 It gives confidence that there will be few conflicts due to immaturity or 
worldliness 
 

 It allows him to lean on those around him in times of spiritual weakness 
or need. He can count on them to engage in spiritual warfare with him. 
 

My prayer for you is like that of Paul for the Philippians – that your love may 
abound more and more, with knowledge and all discernment, so that you may 
approve what is excellent, and so be pure and blameless for the day of Christ. 
(Php 1:9-10) 
 

This Week… 
 

 Read the passages 
necessary to complete 
the questions in this 
study. 
 

 Be sure to read the facts 
found in the margins of 
this study. 
 

 Read all four chapters of 
the book of Philippians. 
 

 Pay special attention to 
Philippians 1:9-11 as it 
will be the basis for the 
next study. 
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Chapter 1:7-11 
Paul’s Passionate Prayer 

 
Philippians 1:7-11 It is right for me to feel this way about you all, because I hold 

you in my heart, for you are all partakers with me of grace, both in my 
imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the gospel. 8 For God is my 

witness, how I yearn for you all with the affection of Christ Jesus. 9 And it is my 
prayer that your love may abound more and more, with knowledge and all 

discernment, 10 so that you may approve what is excellent, and so be pure and 
blameless for the day of Christ, 11 filled with the fruit of righteousness that 

comes through Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of God. 

 

 
 

Joy and thanksgiving drip from the pages of Paul’s letter to the Philippians. It is 
within this book that we find Paul’s strongest expression of affection toward any 
of the churches to whom he wrote. He loved these believers, and they loved 
him back (1:7-8; 4:1). He loved them by labouring for their spiritual growth 
(1:23-26; 2:16-18), and praying for them continually (1:4). They loved him by 
praying for him (1:19), labouring alongside of him (1:5,7; 4:3), supporting him in 
his times of need (4:10-20), and remaining loyal even when others did not (1:15-
20). 

Yet, the love which existed between Paul and the church had roots which went 
far deeper than simply what they did for one another. Their relationship was 
rooted in what the Lord Jesus Christ had done for all of them. And here we find 
the secret for all true Christian fellowship. 
 
Christian fellowship is not mere social interaction. Not simply comaraderie 
around shared interests. No. In fact, much of what is called “fellowship” in 
Christian circles today is not fellowship at all. Genuine Christian fellowship is 
made up of Christ-centered relationships. 

This type of fellowship is what Jesus Christ prayed for, died for and lives to 
continually make possible (John 17). According to John 17, there is a oneness 
which exists only among believers. This oneness was made possible through the 
sacrifice of the Lord Jesus Christ. Through his life, death and resurrection he 
made it possible for us to be saved. When we get saved, we receive the Holy 

 
 
Though the apostle was in 

chains in Rome his heart 

wasn’t chained, and it was 

in his unfettered heart 

that Paul held every last 

one of the Philippians—at 

the very center of his 

being. This was not 

hyperbole but spiritual 

reality. Paul’s oath “For 

God is my witness, how I 

yearn for you all with the 

affection of Christ Jesus” 

(v. 8) was a declaration 

that the very affection of 

Christ himself was 

controlling him. 

~ 

R. Kent Hughes 
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Spirit of God and thus all believers become partakers of this one common 
nature (John 14:15-21; 1 Cor 12:12-14; Eph 4:4-6; Eph 2:18-21).  
 
A supernatural love and unity is possible among Christians because we all share 
the same nature. The Holy Spirit which dwells in me, also dwells in you. He is 
producing the same drives and desires in me as he is in you. He is gradually 
molding and shaping you and I to become more like the Lord Jesus Christ (2 Cor 
3:18; Rom 8:29). This progressive work of God in which he makes us more like 
Christ is what we call sanctification (Eph 5:25-27; 1 Thess 5:23; Heb 10:12-14). 
This process of becoming more like Christ is helped when we obey God by 
submitting to what the Holy Spirit wants us to do. It is hindered when we 
choose to do our own thing, contraty to the Spirit’s influence (Eph 4:30). 

What we find among Paul and the Philippians is an awesome work of God. The 
Apostle and these believers were growing more and more like the Lord Jesus 
Christ and as they did so, they loved eachother more and more. Yet, this was 
not their own love, but the love of Christ working through them (2:13). 

16. Define the word yearn as found in verse 8.  

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 

17. The Apostle Paul was filled with an intense, compassionate, longing towards 
the Philippians. He loved them deeply. Yet, he is quick to acknowledge the 
source of this love. According to the latter portion of verse 8, what was the 
source of his yearning? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 

Christian fellowship is bound together by the love and affection of Jesus Christ 
working through us, toward one another. The more each of us becomes like 
Christ (through sanctification), the stronger our love and care for one another 
becomes. The relationship between Paul and the Philippians is a perfect case 
study on what Christian fellowship looks like practically. 

 
 
SANCTIFICATION 
 
Sanctification is the 
continuing work of God in the 
life of believers, making them 
actually holy…In particular, 
sanctification is the Holy 
Spirit’s applying to the life of 
the believer the work done by 
Jesus Christ. – Christian 
Theology, Millard J. Erickson 
 
Sanctification is a work of 
God’s grace, whereby they 
whom God hath, before the 
foundation of the world, 
chosen to be holy, are in 
time, through the powerful 
operation of his Spirit 
applying the death and 
resurrection of Christ unto 
them, renewed in their whole 
man after the image of God; 
having seeds of repentance 
unto life, and all other saving 
graces, put into their hearts, 
and those graces are stirred 
up, increased , and 
strengthened, as that they 
more and more die unto sin, 
and rise unto newness of life. 
– Westminster Larger 
Catechism 
 
Sanctification, as partial as it 
may be in this life, is real. It is 
the process by which those 
declared righteous are made 
holy… the moment we are 
justified, a real change is 
enacted upon us by the Holy 
Spirit, so that we are 
increasingly brought into 
conformity with Christ. – R.C. 
Sproul 
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The Philippians were a community of growing believers. There was abundant 
evidence that the Holy Spirit was working among them. They loved their fellow 
believers, laboured for the gospel, sacrificed to fill needs and were, in every way 
counted as “partners in the gospel”. All of this was the work of Jesus Christ, 
through them. The Apostle Paul, who himself was growing abundantly, could 
not help but be drawn to this church. Their desires were the same, they thought 
the same way, and their affections were moved by the same things. The Holy 
Spirit in him was drawn to the Holy Spirit in them. Such is the case within all 
genuine Christian fellowship.  

The work of Christ in you, draws out the love of Christ in me which causes me to 
behave like Christ toward you, which then draws out the love of Christ in you, 
etc. This cycle of growth and love is what Christian fellowship is all about. 
 

 

The relationship between Paul and the Philippians was amazing, but it should 
not be rare. This type of spiritual bond is possible for all believers. Jesus Christ 
has provided everything we need to have such fellowship. Why do you think 
such a bond is not commonplace among believers? What can be done to 
develop such oneness? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 

Paul’s Passionate Prayer 

Whenever the Apostle Paul thought about the Philippians, his feelings of love, 
joy and thankfulness overflowed into prayer. He understood that all which 
attracted him to this church was the work of God and so thankful prayer was 
the only right response. This is true among all those who are engaged in genuine 
Christian fellowship -  wherever there is spiritual fellowship there is also prayer. 

 
 
Spiritual fellowship is the 

life of God in the soul of 

man, experienced 

personally by believing 

the truth, shared 

relationally in the church, 

and leading to joy and 

holiness. 

~ 

Thabiti Anyabwile 
 

 
 

When I talk about 

Christian fellowship as a 

means of perseverance, 

the fellowship I have in 

mind is the mutual bond 

that Christians have with 

Christ that unites us in a 

profound and eternal 

relationship of love that 

should express itself in 

joyful and affectionate 

service to for each other’s 

good. 

~ 

John Piper 
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There are countless individuals who are in need of prayer, yet you do not pray 
for all of them (it would be impossible!). So, who do you pray for? What has 
caused you to pray for these individuals and not others? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

For the remainder of this study, we will examine exactly what it was that the 
Apostle Paul prayed for on behalf of the Philippian church. 
 

A Knowledgeable and Discerning Love 

18. According to verse 9, what did Paul pray would happen to the Philippian’s 
love? What did he pray would accompany their love?  

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Paul does not pray that the Philippians would develop love but that the love 
which he had already observed in them and which he had been a recipient of, 
would abound more and more (1:5-8; 4:3, 10-20). His prayer was that the love 
he had already seen developing in them would grow and increase in its 
maturity. That it would become more and more like the love of Jesus Christ and 
that they would exercise it liberally. 

There is much confusion around the idea of love. Most of what passes as love in 
our culture is a shallow, superficial or sentimental love. Our culture is even 
guilty of confusing lust with love. The love which the Philippians possessed and 
which Paul prayed would abound was none of these things. It was a mature, 
Christlike love which was informed by the scriptures, in harmony with the truth 
and which enabled them to distinguish right from wrong. This is a far cry from 

 
 

 

There is much confusion 

around the idea of love. 

Most of what passes as love 

in our culture is a shallow, 

superficial or sentimental 

love.  
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our world’s idea of love. True love is not something you fall into but something 
you grow into, as you become more like the Lord Jesus Christ.  
 
Paul prayed the Philippians would have love… 

With Knowledge Because Love is Not Blind 

Growing in love, according to Paul, means also growing in knowledge. True love 
is not blind. It is driven by an understanding of the word of God. By knowing the 
scriptures, we can know what we should love (4:8), what we should not love (1 
Thess 5:21-22), and how we should express our love (1 Cor 13:4-8, 13). Paul 
wanted to Philippians to grow in their knowledge so that they could love better. 
 
It is important that our love be coupled with knowledge because it is very easy 
to call something love which is not love. 

19. Look up 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 and list the fifteen characteristics of love.  

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Here is an example of how knowledge helps us to love better. By knowing what 
the scriptures teach in 1 Corinthians 13, we can understand what true love is 
and what it is not. This will not only enable us to reject those things which 
others pass off as love, but will also enable us to recognize unloving attitudes in 
ourselves. Armed with this knowledge, we can make sure that we are loving 
others with true, Christlike love. Far from being “blind”, true love sees clearly 
through the lens of scripture. 
 

With Discernment Because Love is Not Naive 

Not only does Paul pray that the Philippians love would grow in knowledge, but  
also in discernment.  

20. Look up the word discernment and write the definition below. 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
Love is patient and kind; 

love does not envy or 

boast; it is not arrogant or 

rude. It does not insist on 

its own way; it is not 

irritable or resentful; it 

does not rejoice at 

wrongdoing, but rejoices 

with the truth.  Love bears 

all things, believes all 

things, hopes all things, 

endures all things.  Love 

never ends. As for 

prophecies, they will pass 

away; as for tongues, they 

will cease; as for 

knowledge, it will pass 

away.  So now faith, hope, 

and love abide, these 

three; but the greatest of 

these is love. 

~ 

1 Corinthians 13:4-8,13 
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Knowledge and discernment are not the same. To be discerning is to make wise 
assessments based upon ones knowledge of scripture. Discernment is the ability 
to judge right from wrong and truth from error.  

The Apostle prayed that the Philippian’s love would be informed by the 
scriptures and that their knowledge would lead them to love the right things 
and to express their love in the right ways.  

Sadly, among Christians today there is a stunning lack of discernment. Even 
more shocking is that the utter inability to judge right from wrong and truth 
from error is often justified in the name of love! These people feel that in order 
to protect love, they must compromise truth. In reality, by compromising truth, 
they’ve destroyed true love.  

The Bible says that “God is love” (1 John 4:8). Only He can define what love is 
and how it should be exercised. Because it is possible to love the wrong things 
and to love in the wrong way, we must gain the knowledge of what God has said 
about love, and be discerning in how to apply it. 

True love is not naïve. It does not push aside truth or righteousness in order to 
love. Instead it lovingly leads people to truth and righteouness. In such cases, 
pointing out sin and error is the loving thing to do. This idea is lost on those who 
hold to a naïve, sentimental love. Their problem is that their idea of love is not 
coupled with knowledge or discernment. 

 

 

Can you think of some ways our culture corrupts the idea of love? How does a 
knowledge of the scriptures help us to distinguish true love from false love? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
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So That You May Approve What is Excellent 

21. Paul explicitly states the reason it is essential that love be accompanied by 
knowledge and discernment. According to verse 10, what did he want the 
Philippians to be able to do?  

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

Many Christians are content to settle for second-best. They don’t ask questions 
like “What is the best that I can do?” but rather “What is the least I can get by 
with?” Paul wanted so much more for the Philippians and it seemed apparent 
by their growth that they did too. He wanted their love to grow in knowledge 
and discernment so that they could determine and choose what was excellent.   

Nowhere is the disparity between those seeking excellence and those seeking 
mediocrity more clearly seen than in the realm of “gray areas”. What are gray 
areas? These are those areas which the scriptures do not clearly address. In 
other words, there are no chapters or verses which explicitly state these things 
are right or wrong. We need not fret however. Although the scriptures might 
not explicitly address these issues, God has not left us without the ability to 
determine the best course of action. By taking what we know from explicitly 
stated truths and principles in the Bible, we can not only discern right from 
wrong, but we can distinguish between what is good and what is excellent (cf. 2 
Peter 1:2-3).  

 

List some things which the Bible does not explicitly state are wrong which are 
often areas of debate among immature believers. 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

Gray areas are the favourite playground of those Christians who want to walk 
the line of rebellion. They seize upon questions of morality or behaviour which 
are not explicitly forbidden in the Bible and consistently choose the path of self-

 
 

While it is true that the 

Bible doesn't specifically 

list every possible decision 

you'll face in life, it does 

address all choices with 

principles that govern 

Christian freedom 

~ 

John MacArthur 
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indulgence. Because these are “gray areas” they can flaunt their liberty with 
impunity and they do - while daring others to judge them. 

Such behaviour is the mark of spiritual infants or worse, unspiritual rebels. The 
Philippians were far beyond such immaturity and Paul prayed they would 
continue down the excellent path. 
 
When we face questions of “gray areas” in our lives, it would be helpful to 
consider the standards which the Apostle Paul established for the Philippians: 
 

a. The Standard of Scripture 
 
What does the Bible say?  It may not address your question directly but 
it most certainly offers principles which can be applied to it. This is 
where discernment is necessary in addition to knowledge. Knowledge 
may help you bring to remembrance what the Bible says, but 
discernment will enable you to apply what you know to a variety of life 
circumstances.  
 
When deciding on gray areas the mature believer will be able to discern 
the spirit of God’s explicit commands and determine if there are 
principles which can be applied to those areas which are not explicitly 
addressed. 
 

b. The Standard of Love 
 
Having considered what the Bible says and what principles can be 
gleaned from what it says, the next standard to apply is that of love.  
 
The standard of love requires us to consider the interests of others 
before we make life decisions. Paul addressed this with the Philippians 
in chapter 2 (verses 4-11). 
 
22. Look up 1 Corinthians 8:9-13. In this passage the Apostle Paul 

addresses an issue which was peculiar to the Corinthian church at 
the time. Was it OK for them to eat meat which was first offered to 
idols by others? If you read the context you’ll see that Paul states 
clearly that idols are not real and that for this reason, eating meat 
which had previously been offered to idols was not an issue. Yet, 
even after stating this, he went on to give stern warnings regarding 
eating this meat.  According to this passage, why did Paul think 

 
 

 

What does the Bible say?  

It may not address your 

question directly but it 

most certainly offers 

principles which can be 

applied to it.  
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eating meat offered to idols was not a good idea, even though it 
was not technically “wrong”? 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
Paul wrote to the Corinthians strongly cautioning them against 
eating meat offered to idols. Why would he do this immediately 
after stating that idols were not real? Because the scriptures did not 
have to directly address meat offered to idols for Paul to see 
another principle at play. The Bible does explicitly state that we 
must love fellow believers and in Paul’s estimation, it would be 
unloving to do anything which wounded their conscience.  
 
23. According to verse 13, what would Paul be willing to do if it 
meant keeping his fellow believers from stumbling?  
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
Paul, in his discernment, applied the standard of love to the 
situation and so chose the most excellent way (see also, Rom 14:15-
23; 1 Cor 10:31-33; 1 Cor 8:13). 
 
Such a willingness to sacrifice one’s liberty for the sake of others is a 
rare quality – but it shouldn’t be. While most are fighting for their 
rights and demanding justice, the mature believer is limiting their 
liberty and sacrificing rights out of love and concern for others (Eph 
2:1-11; cf. 1 Cor 9:3-27).  
 

c. The Standard of Excellence 
 
The Apostle Paul wanted the Philippians to abound in love, knowledge, 
and discernment so that they could determine and pursue what was 
excellent. He did not seem to accept the notion that he as an Apostle 
was to pursue excellence while other believers were free to settle for 

 
 

For if your brother is 

grieved by what you eat, 

you are no longer walking 

in love. By what you eat, 

do not destroy the one for 

whom Christ died.  So do 

not let what you regard as 

good be spoken of as evil.  

For the kingdom of God is 

not a matter of eating and 

drinking but of 

righteousness and peace 

and joy in the Holy Spirit.  

Whoever thus serves 

Christ is acceptable to 

God and approved by 

men. So then let us 

pursue what makes for 

peace and for mutual 

upbuilding. It is good not 

to eat meat or drink wine 

or do anything that 

causes your brother to 

stumble. 

~ 

Romans 14:15-19,21 
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second-best. He taught that pursuing excellence was simply a mark of 
spiritual growth and Christian maturity. 
 
When determining how we should respond to gray areas, one of the 
questions we should ask ourselves is simply “Which decision leads to 
excellence in my Christian walk?” It should be the desire of every 
believer, whether they eat, or drink, or whatever they do, to do all to 
the glory of God (1 Cor 10:31).  
 

 
Some people look at the standards of their spiritual leaders and excuse 
themselves from holding the same level of devotion. Is spiritual 
excellence just for Pastors, Elders and teachers? Explain your answer. 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 

Paul’s prayer for the Philippians was a prayer for spiritual growth. With maturity 
comes abounding love, scriptural knowledge, and wise discernment. These are 
essentials if we are to pursue excellence in our Christian walk. This pursuit of 
excellence was Paul’s prayer and expectation for the Philippians just as it is 
God’s expectation for us. 
 
So, in conclusion, how do we determine what is excellent? 

24. Look at the latter half of verse 10. How did Paul want the Philippians to 
appear before Jesus Christ at his return? 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 

25. According to verse 11, what would this abounding love and knowledge 
and discernment and pursuit of excellence produce in their lives?  
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___________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 

Paul’s greatest desire was that the Philippians would persevere in the faith until 
the appearing of the Lord Jesus Christ. He wanted them not only to enter into 
his presence, but to be found pure and blameless and overflowing with clear 
evidence of God’s righteousness dwelling inside of them (cf. 1 Pet 1:5-11). His 
deep desire for their spiritual success lead him to pray for them passionately. He 
prayed for those things which he knew were essential if they were to appear 
before Christ, both pure and blameless. 
 
If we share the desire to be found pure and blameless before Christ at his 
coming, then we ought to also share Paul’s priorities in prayer. We should pray 
for and pursue an abounding love, deepening knowledge, and wise discernment 
- so that we can always determine and choose, not what is merely “good” but 
what is excellent! 
 

 

a) "Genuine Christian fellowship is made up of Christ-centered 
relationships". How can a church help these types of relationships 
develop? What are you doing to pursue relationships like this? 
 

b) What are some ways in which the world's concept of love is different 
from true, Biblical love? 
 

c) Considering the description of love in 1 Corinthians 13, what are some 
aspects of Biblical love which you fail at showing? How might you 
improve in these areas? 
 

d) How might even Christians fall into the trap of showing a "sentimental" 
love instead of a spiritual love? What's the difference? 
 

e) What are some areas where you think Christians often settle for less 
than excellence in their lives? Why do you think this is the case? 
 

f) What are some "gray areas" with which you have struggled? Have you 
come to a conclusion regarding what God would have you do? If not, 
how could you come to a conclusion? 

 
 

We would be wise to consider 
what Paul prayed regarding 
the Philippians and pray the 
same way for ourselves and 
those around us. Consider 
using this outline as a 
framework for your prayer 
time this week. 
 
 For an increase in love for 

God and for one another. 
For God to cause our love 
to abound more and 
more. 
 
“Lord, help me to love you 
more and to love those 
who are yours. Help me to 
express that love in 
meaningful, Christlike 
ways” 
 

 For knowledge and 
discernment in how we 
ought to love others. 
 
“Lord, give me wisdom in 
understanding what true 
love is. Help me to 
exercise love as laid out in 
1 Corinthians 13. Reveal in 
me areas in which I fail to 
show true Christlike love” 
 

 For the ability to know and 
choose what is excellent 
so as to be pure and 
blameless before Christ. 
 
“Lord, help me not to 
settle for second-best but 
give me a desire and 
wisdom to choose what is 
excellent. Keep me pure 
and blameless all the way 
until Christ’s return” 
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My task as a Pastor is not hard to summarize. My job is to labour for the 

spiritual good of those whom God has entrusted to me, helping them to utilize 

the means of grace in order to persevere to the end and so be presented 

blameless before Christ as his coming.  

Unfortunately, my task is not as easy to carry out as it is to summarize! 

It’s not always easy because I’m not perfect and so I don’t always carry out my 

task the way the Holy Spirit wants me to. It’s also difficult because every person 

under my watchcare still has a sinful nature which tempts them to neglect God’s 

means of grace, to indulge their flesh and to rebel against spiritual authority. 

Add to this the ever-present influence of this sinful world and the sinister 

working of Satan, and it’s a wonder that anyone ever grows in the faith! 

Now, those sound like the words of a pessimist don’t they? Well, the fact is, If 

we were dependent upon our own abilities and desires, for spiritual growth, 

there really would be no room for optimism. But, thank God that is not the case. 

I’m not a pessimist. I am extremely confident in the effectiveness of the word of 

God, through the working of the Holy Spirit, to bring about spiritual growth and 

maturity in God’s people. God said in Isaiah 55:11, so shall my word be that goes 

out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that 

which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it. 

Like Paul, I long for those under my watchcare to mature in the faith. And like 

him, I pray and labour toward this end. My optimism in all of this is rooted in 

God’s promise to bless His word, and the reality that the Holy Spirit is active in 

every genuine believer. These realities encourage me to be faithful in using 

God’s means to help encourage God’s people.  

 

So, how about it? Do you share my desire? Is it your ultimate desire to be found 

pure and blameless before Christ at his coming? If so, I believe you and I will 

have a mutually encouraging and joy-giving relationship – just like Paul had with 

the Philippians.  

 
 

 

I’m not a pessimist. I am 

extremely confident in the 

effectiveness of the word 

of God, through the 

working of the Holy Spirit, 

to bring about spiritual 

growth and maturity in 

God’s people. 

 


